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. . . greet you in the Lord.

Did you notice?

The last issue of Priscilla Papers (spring 
2019, on the theme of Bible translation) had 
only male authors—Aloo Osotsi Mojola, 
Dennis J. Preato, Joshua Robert Barron, 
and Philip B. Payne. I noticed, but not 

until the content was set and publication was right around 
the corner. It is safe to say that our readers differ, perhaps 
widely, on how troublesome it is to have an issue authored 
entirely by men. Wherever you fall on that spectrum, allow 
me to provide some context.

First, please know that each issue of Priscilla Papers 
is a team effort (and the same is true, of course, of CBE 
International’s magazine, Mutuality). For example, Theresa 
Garbe (associate editor/graphic designer), Katie McEachern 
(executive assistant), and Mimi Haddad (publisher and 
CBE president) have each had input into the issue you are 
currently reading. In addition, our team of peer reviewers 
consists of six women and five men. To be sure, women 
influence every item we publish.

On the topic of team effort, this is a good place for me to give 
recognition to the several students at Milligan College (where 
I teach) who have served behind the scenes as proofreaders 
since I became editor in the autumn of 2014. These include 
Mandy Chambers, Destiny Clem, Abbey Booher, Abby Hook, 
Eden Huhn, Bethany Witherspoon, and Kristin Kumbera 
(who will begin her work in the fall of 2019).

Second, you will be pleased to know that, since Priscilla 
Papers began in 1987, none of the previous 129 issues, 
which house nearly 1000 publications, has been authored 
exclusively by men. In contrast, several have had only 
women as authors. Other than this half-page editorial, 
women composed all the contributions to this issue.



The following pages demonstrate the inseparability of the 
New Testament from church history. First, Meredith Fraser 
writes about Maria Woodworth Etter, a key figure in the 
founding of Pentecostalism. Next, Amy Smith Carman 
draws parallels between the well-known story of John 7:53–
8:11 and abuse of women across the centuries. She makes 
an insightful appeal for the reframing and renaming of this 
misnamed story. Lucy Peppiatt then writes on 1 Corinthians 
11, drawing from her book, Women and Worship at Corinth 
(Cascade, 2015). Next, Kirsten Guidero promotes a healthier 
approach to evangelical biblical interpretation, using 
Galatians 3 as a test case. The issue ends with two book 
reviews. Aída Besançon Spencer reviews Kevin Giles’s 
important book, What the Bible Actually Teaches on Women 
(Cascade, 2019); Michaela Miller reviews Paula Gooder’s 
novel, Phoebe: A Story (InterVarsity, 2018).

The Priscilla Papers team wishes you every blessing as 
you read and ponder these articles.
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Maria Beulah Woodworth Etter, the Trance Evangelist
Meredith Fraser

“Mrs. Woodworth’s meetings are a reproach and a disgrace to 
the religion of God. Her claims that she holds conversations 

with God are very presumptuous and impious.”1



Not to permit a woman to obey the call of God is a violation 
of women’s rights. Countless women throughout history have 
had a narrative of knowing that God has called them to a pulpit 
or some other kind of ministry; nevertheless, the voices and 
experiences of such women all-too-often remain marginalised, 
even silenced. Mary Magdalene arguably preached the first 
sermon, “He is risen!” Despite their passion and their experience, 
however, contemporary Christian women who attempt to enter 
ministry are challenged at every step with arguments such as 
that they are too ambitious, they are neglecting their families, 
or they are unnecessarily disruptive. There is, and has always 
been, a patriarchal prejudice against women who seek to preach 
from a pulpit.

The recovery of the voices of women preachers throughout 
history is desperately needed to complete our knowledge and 
understanding of the calling and the sacrifices that women make 
to respond to such a call. An important feature in the history of 
the Pentecostal movement has been the key roles women have 
played in foundational organizational positions. Given attitudes 
regarding women in religious authority in the last half of the 
nineteenth century, an unusually high proportion of women 
were leaders in the American Holiness movement. It was out 
of this movement that Pentecostalism grew. A host of churches 
and Bible colleges were established, and books and magazines 
were published by women who had experienced and promoted 
the new teachings on the Pentecostal experience known as “the 
baptism in the Holy Ghost.”

Maria Beulah Woodworth Etter

Among the first women to emerge as a Holiness preacher was 
Maria (pronounced Mar-EYE-ah) Woodworth Etter, then 
known as the Trance Evangelist, but now known as the Mother 
of the Pentecostal movement.

Woodworth Etter (1844–1924) lived and preached in an era 
when women were required to be silent in church, and to submit 
to their husbands’ authority, both at home and in the broader 
social spectrum. It was a time when “honouring” (in some cases, 
enabling) an abusive husband was masked as a virtue. It was an 
era that has since been silenced by time and has ultimately been 
eclipsed by the historical recovery of significant male voices 
such as those of British evangelist Smith Wigglesworth and the 
brothers John and Charles Wesley.

Before she began her ministry, Woodworth Etter claimed 
that angels regularly came into her bedroom at night and carried 
her over prairies, lakes, forests, and rivers, where she would see 

long fields of waving grain that would fall into sheaves as she 
began to preach.2 She had many such dreams and visions, which 
she interpreted as a call to preach. 

At her revival meetings, people danced, laughed, cried, 
shouted, screamed, and fell into trances that sometimes lasted 
several days. Woodworth Etter’s friends were the common 
people, and her enemy was the patriarchy of the Protestant 
evangelical and Pentecostal churches. She did not bother to 
court the good opinion of her male colleagues; in fact, she 
refused to become embroiled in the hair-splitting theologies 
that were engulfing the rapidly growing Pentecostal movement, 
and instead concentrated on her own controversial “trance” 
tours. In some cases, however, she did not view theology as 
mere hair-splitting; she called the emerging anti-Trinitarian 
“Oneness” movement, for example, “the biggest delusion the 
devil ever invented.”3

One of her greatest critics was John Alexander Dowie, a 
Pentecostal healer who himself faced opposition from clergy, 
slanderous tabloids, and relentless city officials.4 Despite the 
fact that Dowie wore his own persecution as a badge of spiritual 
honour, he travelled up and down the American coasts preaching 
against Woodworth Etter and her meetings. On one occasion, 
he even cancelled all of his own healing meetings to free himself 
to sabotage her trance crusades. In response, Woodworth Etter 
prophesied that Dowie’s ministry “would go down in disgrace, 
and that she would be living when he was dead.”5 At the end of 
his ministry, Dowie proclaimed and appointed himself a living 
apostle, and built his own small “city,” named Zion, in Chicago, 
Illinois, where his followers could escape persecution and 
prepare for God’s final destruction of the earth. Newspapers 
proclaimed him to be “in the moonlit border of insanity,” and 
his followers abandoned him in droves. Dowie died a lonely and 
remorseful man in 1907.

Woodworth Etter was eighty years old when she died in 1924, 
having maintained her acute mental powers and her popularity 
with the common people until the end. She had buried all six of 
her children and her two husbands. Her first husband openly 
harassed, abused, betrayed, and persecuted her, and then died 
after she divorced him; the second she described as the greatest 
love of her life and a gift from God. She was not well-educated, 
neither was she a confident extravert; nevertheless, she travelled 
from American coast to American coast, blazing a trail for 
women in ministry and in Pentecostalism.

Woodworth Etter’s written heritage was lost and thus 
silenced until 1977, when her great-great-great-grandson 
researched his family tree and began looking for the sermons 
and narratives that had made his foremother a household name. 
The Assemblies of God publication The Pentecostal Evangel 
states that Pentecostals today regard Woodworth Etter as a 
pioneer and a salvation-healing, itinerant evangelist.6
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Personal Background

Maria Beulah was born on July 22, 1844, in New Lisbon (now 
simply Lisbon), Ohio, the fourth daughter of Samuel and 
Matilda Underwood, both of whom were neither Christians nor 
even nominal churchgoers, a fact which caused Maria some grief 
later in life; she felt that she had missed out on general Christian 
socialising that would have stood her in good stead when she 
was being aggressively questioned by educated male clergy. 
Samuel Underwood was an alcoholic who frequently abandoned 
his family to binge drink, leaving them with no money for food 
or warm clothing. When Maria was around eleven, her father 
died of severe sunstroke.7

There were eight Underwood children. Maria’s widowed 
mother, Matilda, had no way of providing for her children, so 
the eldest daughters (including Maria) were sent out to work. 
This was a devastating blow on top of the distress of her father’s 
death and the humiliation of his alcoholism, since Maria longed 
for an education, a dream which then became impossible.8 She 
continued to study and read at home whenever she could, but in 
her adult years her education certainly was not as complete as 
that of the typical preacher during her day.9

When she was thirteen, Maria converted to Christianity 
at a Disciples of Christ congregation. Samuel and Matilda had 
been attending the church for a year when he died, and Maria 
was forever grateful that her father had been converted before 
his death, for she believed completely in an eternal hell as the 
final destiny for the unconverted. During Maria’s conversion 
experience, she heard God’s call to become an evangelist: “I 
heard the voice of Jesus calling me to go out in the highways 
and hedges and gather in the lost sheep.”10 When she was 
baptised the following day, Maria was visibly accompanied 
by a supernatural experience that was to become her ministry 
trademark. As she was going into the water, a light came over 
her, and the people in the congregation saw the change around 
her and said that she had fainted.11

Maria was extremely anxious to obtain an education so that 
she could be “useful in the vineyard of Christ.”12 Her financial 
circumstances made it impossible, however. Her solution to her 
dilemma was one that many Pentecostal and other Christian 
woman still employ in the twenty-first century. To obtain a 
pulpit, many contemporary Christian women simply marry 
a pastor, minister, or priest.13 Maria determined to marry an 
earnest Christian with whom she could enter into mission 
work: “I had never heard of women working in public except as 
missionaries, so I could see no opening, except, as I thought, if I 
ever married, my choice would be an earnest Christian and then 
we would enter upon the mission work.”14

Maria’s personal memoirs depart from her missions-oriented 
purpose at this point, however. In her testimony about her life 
and experiences, she states that her first husband was converted 
in the Methodist church after they were married. Maria describes 
his conversion as “very bright” and that “he seemed to speak with 
other tongues.” She states that they had a happy home for a while, 
but that when trials came, he became discouraged.15

Regardless of how genuine his conversion was, she made 
a poor choice when she married “Mr. P. H. Woodworth” 
(whom she never called by his given name, Philo Harrison), a 
discharged veteran suffering with a brain injury. They married 
after a brief courtship and settled in the country near Lisbon, 
where Maria was constantly overcome by grief, sickness, loss, 
and discouragement. Five of her six children died, one after 
the other.

An interesting feature of her writing is that she does not often 
describe her children’s lives, but frequently recurring narratives 
do describe their last agonies in death. Several of her children 
are named only once or twice in her narratives, and the sixth 
child is not named at all. The five named children were Lizzie, 
Willie, Gertie, Freddy, and Georgia. The sex of the sixth child 
is not evident. It was Lizzie who lived beyond infancy. Maria 
was continually ill, and all of her children were sickly until their 
respective deaths. 

Throughout this tragic period in her life, Maria seldom 
mentions her red-bearded husband, Mr. Woodworth. His 
presence is not evident as either a partner in her grief or a nurse in 
the poor health of either her children or herself. Later, however, 
when he began to behave badly at her public meetings, she said 
that sorrow had affected him as a permanent derangement and 
described how he would go around their farm looking for their 
deceased son Willie, saying that someone had taken him away. 

Maria’s own grief for her children was obviously overwhelming, 
but she resorted to seeking a supernatural experience of God to 
help her to overcome her pain:

When alone I missed my darling so much that I 
wept as though my heart would break. Then I would 
always pray and as I prayed I would forget everything 
earthly and soar away by faith to the Golden City, 
and there see my darlings all together shining in 
glory, and looking at me and saying “Mamma, do not 
weep for us, but come this way.” I would always end 
in praising and giving glory to God for taking them 
to such a happy place.16 

P. H. Woodworth had no desire to be involved in Christian 
ministry, which may cause Maria’s readers to wonder about 
her initial decision to marry him. Lizzie, Maria’s oldest and 
only living child, was also opposed to her mother becoming a 
preacher. Her opposition is not surprising, however, given that 
she lived in a culture when women were not even permitted 
to vote in a political election. Maria herself was desperately 
shy, and her entire temperament shrunk from the thought of 
becoming what she termed a “gazingstock for the people.”17 
Nevertheless, she continued to hear and see God speaking to 
her in vivid dreams and visions. The message always had the 
same theme—that if Maria would take an evangelical pulpit, 
she would reap souls as a farmer might reap sheaves in a harvest.

Maria was frequently ill, however, often hovering between 
life and death, and a casual reader might ascribe her frequent 
trances and visions to delirium, or as a reaction to the loss of 
her children.18 She personally believed every occurrence to be a 
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genuine experience of God, however, and that she was called to 
an evangelistic ministry, so she asked God to baptize her in the 
Holy Ghost:

I want the reader to understand that at this time I 
had a good experience, a pure heart and was full 
of the love of God but was not qualified for God’s 
work. I knew that I was but a worm. God would have 
to take a worm to thresh a mountain. Then I asked 
God to give me the power He gave the Galilean 
fishermen—to baptize me for service. I came like a 
child asking for bread. I looked for it. God did not 
disappoint me. The power of the Holy Ghost came 
down as a cloud. It was brighter than the sun. I was 
covered and wrapped up in it. My body was light 
as the air. It seemed that heaven came down. I was 
baptized with the Holy Ghost, and fire, and power, 
which has never left me. Oh, praise the Lord. There 
was liquid fire and the angels were all around in the 
fire and glory. It is through the Lord Jesus Christ 
and by this power that I have stood before hundreds 
of thousands of men and women proclaiming the 
unsearchable riches of Christ.19

During one of these mystical experiences, Maria surrendered 
her future to God. She promised God that if he would restore 
her health, prepare her, and show her the work to be done, she 
would try to do it. She began to recover immediately. It was 1880, 
she was thirty-five years old.

Maria’s resistance was not because she did not want to work 
for God. Added to her fears concerning her lack of education 
and depleted personal confidence was the concern that she was 
a woman. She received a great deal of opposition from those 
in whom she confided. She said: “I would have been glad to 
preach had I been a man, and not had so much opposition from 
my husband and friends.”20 She was also worried that being a 
woman preacher would bring disgrace to God: “I thought if I 
were a man it would be a pleasure for me; but for me, a woman, 
to preach, if I could, would subject me to ridicule and contempt 
among my friends and kindred and bring reproach upon His 
glorious cause.”21

Ministry

Maria became an immediate success. She held revival meetings 
in the churches in her home area around Columbia County, 
Ohio, and began to plant new churches immediately. Before 
she left home for her extended revival tours, “going west” as she 
called it, she had preached over two hundred sermons. All were 
ecumenical for eight different denominations.

At the time, religious revivals or tent meetings were like 
carnivals coming to town. In isolated rural areas, they may well 
have been the only recreation to visit within many years. When 
Maria reflected upon her instant success, however, she said: 
“God wonderfully blessed my labours in every place.”22

Several church groups recognised her preaching and 
organisational abilities and approached her with attractive offers. 

The Friends wanted her to travel as a revivalist for a year, and the 
United Brethren wanted her to take charge either of the Women’s 
Missionary Society or of a circuit of churches. A group called 
Bible Christians wanted her to take three large churches for 
them, and the Methodists also offered her a church.23 With the 
exception of The Friends’ offer, which was an itinerant ministry, 
these offers were all within ten miles of her home, and each 
group offered a good salary. The itinerant ministry offered by The 
Friends appealed most to Maria because she felt called to be an 
evangelist, and her heart was already set on “going west.”24

All around her in eastern Ohio, churches excitedly accepted 
the new woman minister, but in her own household, Maria’s 
husband and daughter thought that she had lost her mind. 
Mr. Woodworth reluctantly consented to Maria preaching in 
their local area, but for over eighteen months he would not 
participate in her dream to become an itinerant evangelist. He 
did finally agree to accompany her on her evangelistic mission 
to the West, a tour endorsed by the United Brethren church, 
and Maria records then that he became not merely willing but 
eager to go with her and fulfil her calling.25 Her narratives 
do not speculate on his sudden change of heart, however; 
rather, they ascribe the move to the Holy Spirit. He must have 
known that such a career move would offer few comforts and 
even smaller financial remuneration. Her readers cannot help 
but wonder if he was afraid that she would go without him. 
Perhaps he saw the entrepreneurial potential. He certainly 
did develop a commercial enterprise selling food, books, and 
Maria’s photographs at her tent meetings. In fact, newspaper 
reporters often criticised his efforts, sometimes likening him to 
the moneychangers in the temple.26

The husband of the evangelist is of a thrifty turn, 
and while the meetings are in progress he and two 
assistants operate a peanut, candy and lemonade 
stand within sixty feet of the pulpit. The other day, 
as men and women were shouting and going into 
trances, old Woodworth sat beside an ice cream 
freezer and cranked it unconcernedly.27

During the Second Great Awakening of 1858, many churches 
had allowed their congregations to “do their own thing.” There 
was a new cultural mood regarding spiritual manifestations. 
Revival meetings were often scenes of utter confusion. Because 
of such licensed disorder, many services were described as 
purely emotional displays, with little evidence of any genuine 
teaching or preaching. Several male preachers at the time, 
particularly famed evangelist Dwight L. Moody, frowned upon 
such audience participation. His services required only three 
things—singing, giving, and responding to his altar calls—and 
he instructed his co-workers to break into a hymn if his services 
“got out of hand.” During a Billy Sunday meeting, worshippers 
were actually evicted from the church for responding with an 
interjected “Amen” or “Hallelujah.”28

Maria did not prevent her congregations from participating. 
Perhaps her association with some Holiness groups from earlier 
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revivals influenced her judgement in this area, or perhaps she 
developed her style because of her own ecstatic experiences. 
She permitted emotional displays that she felt were in order and 
actually believed that a lack of spiritual manifestations was a 
sign of apostasy.29

In 1884, Maria severed her association with the United 
Brethren Church and was licenced instead to preach by the 
Thirty-ninth Indiana Eldership of the Churches of God. 
Her relationship with them was always tenuous and volatile, 
however, and in 1904, she was asked to return her Churches 
of God credentials.30 Paradoxically, although Maria attracted 
incredible numbers of unbelievers to the church during these 
twenty years, she was perhaps the most criticised woman 
evangelist during the same period, with the cruellest criticisms 
often coming from her own denomination.

Despite this criticism, and her acutely shy humility, 
Woodworth Etter became one of the largest drawcards within 
Pentecostalism in her day. She travelled throughout the United 
States, initially taking her first husband with her. After their 
divorce, she travelled alone or with friends, and then she 
travelled with her second husband (Samuel Etter, whom she 
married in 1902). On many occasions her daughter Lizzie joined 
her; at other times, Lizzie remained with family members to 
complete her schooling. Maria finally built a tabernacle in 
central Indianapolis, Indiana (which she constructed from 
design to completion within two months), so that instead of 
her taking her message to the people, they could come to hear 
her preach: 

We have a large, neat, comfortable tabernacle. 
Indianapolis is a large, beautiful, centralised city, a 
city that is easily accessible to the saints in the North, 
South, East and West. All those travelling across the 
continent can conveniently stop off here. The Lord 
has made it plain that this place is prepared to call 
the saints together from all parts of the world and to 
get a special enduement with power from on high.31

Maria continued to preach at her new temple. She outlived both 
her second husband, Samuel Etter, and her only remaining child, 
Lizzie. Lizzie was injured in a bus accident in Indianapolis and 
died just one month before Maria died in 1924.32 One cannot 
help but wonder if Maria finally gave up her zest for revivalism 
once she had lost these final two significant pillars of personal 
emotional support. 

Conclusion

Woodworth Etter was a remarkable woman. It hurts to be torn 
apart, an experience that she relived many times throughout her 
long life. Despite her many misgivings, her fear of failure, and 
the loss of nearly all whom she loved, Woodworth Etter launched 
out on a wide and challenging project on her own because she 
believed that God had called her to it.

It is still not easy to be a woman in ministry. Despite the 
dedicated work of many contemporary feminist theologians 
and historians, any Christian woman who steps toward a pulpit 

finds herself at risk of hostility, harassment, and humiliation. 
The challenges are intense and personal, usually involving a 
questioning of her ideas, her accomplishments, her commitments 
to her family, and her character and integrity. In the twenty-first 
century, we still need to remove sexism from the church, and we 
still need to assist women who are called to stand in a pulpit. The 
worth of such women and the value of their work for God should 
never be underestimated. Their energy and their vulnerability 
should never be exploited. 

What women have to offer, and how their voices can be 
used as a source of strength, should be an encouragement to 
other women. Such is the legacy of Maria Woodworth Etter. 
She should have been hailed as a great leader and example in 
church history, and no doubt would have been, had she been a 
male preacher. 

Notes
1. Elder E. L. Frazier, cited in Roberts Liardon, Maria Woodworth 

Etter: A Complete Collection of Her Life and Teachings (Albury, 2000) 118.
2. Woodworth Etter, cited in Roberts Liardon, God’s Generals 

(Albury, 1996) 48.
3. Liardon, Complete Collection, 856–57.
4. Maria Woodworth Etter, The Life, Work and Experiences of Maria 

B Woodworth (United Brethren Publishing House [1885] 1894) 12.
5. Maria Woodworth Etter, Life and Testimony of Mrs M B 

Woodworth Etter (1925) 12.
6. Wayne E. Warner, “Maria Woodworth-Etter: A Powerful Voice 

in the Pentecostal Vanguard,” Assemblies of God Enrichment Journal. 
http://enrichmentjournal.ag.org/199901/086_woodsworth_etter.cfm.

7. Some biographers incorrectly state that Maria’s father was struck 
by lightning. This is because she incorrectly states it herself in The Holy 
Spirit (Whitaker, 1998) 7. Later and more frequent personal narratives, 
however, indicate that it was sunstroke. Her father, who was already 
affected by sunstroke, was carried home during a thunderstorm.

8. Maria Woodworth Etter, A Diary of Signs and Wonders (Harrison 
House, 1916) 20.

9. Wayne E. Warner, The Woman Evangelist: The Life and Times of 
Charismatic Evangelist Maria B. Woodworth-Etter (Scarecrow, 1986) 5.

10. Maria Woodworth Etter, “Maria Woodworth Etter tells her 
Story,” in Liardon, Complete Collection, 35.

11. Woodworth Etter, The Holy Spirit, 8. This was Maria’s first 
documented trance. Later witnesses also said the light around her 
often changed during one of her trances. Why her first witnesses 
associated the light with her fainting is not evident. Since the baptism 
was outdoors, a more likely explanation would be the sun moving from 
behind clouds. When Agnes Ozman first spoke in tongues at the Azusa 
Street Revival, witnesses claimed that she had a halo around her head 
and face. See Eric Gritsch, Perspectives on A Movement: Born Againism 
(Fortress, 1982) 71.

12. Woodworth Etter, Diary, 21.
13. Elaine J. Lawless addresses this dilemma for Pentecostal women 

in “Rescripting their Lives and Narratives: Spiritual Life Stories of 
Pentecostal Women Preachers,” JFSR 7/1 (1991) 53–71. Lawless found 
that poor white Pentecostal women in Indiana and Missouri simply 
stated that “God told them” to preach, a recurring folkloric narrative 
among Pentecostal women which empowers women to bypass the 
authority of male dominated Pentecostalism. According to Lawless, 



Priscilla PaPers  |  33/3  |  Summer 2019 • 7 cbeinternational.org

MEREDITH FRASER  has earned  BA, BEd, and 
MPhil degrees. She teaches English and lives with 
her two sons on Australia’s Queensland coast. Her 
academic work reflects her interests in women, 
experiential religion, and personal holiness. She won an international 
award in 2003 as a most exciting new feminist scholar when she 
published a thesis on domestic violence and Pentecostal churches in 
Australia; Meredith was the first academic to posit the notion that 
complementarian theology is a recipe for abuse. 

any Pentecostal male or female minister’s right to a pulpit hinges 
completely upon a call from God (57).

14. Lawless, “Rescripting their Lives,” 3–4.
15. Woodworth Etter, Life, Work and Experiences, 28.
16. Woodworth Etter, Diary 27
17. Liardon, Complete Collection. See particularly “Preparation 

for Service.”
18. Kilian McDonnell states that trances at the time were believed 

to have their origin in hysteria or schizophrenia. Contemporary socio-
cultural psychological data, however, has disproved the theory. See 
Kilain McDonnell, Charismatic Renewal and the Churches (Seabury, 
1976) 80.

19. Woodworth Etter, Diary, 28.
20. Liardon, Complete Collection, 46.
21. Liardon, Complete Collection, 46.
22. Woodworth Etter, Diary, 32.
23. Warner, Woman Evangelist, 15–16.
24. Woodworth Etter, Diary, 32.
25. Woodworth Etter, Diary, 36.
26. Warner, Woman Evangelist, 18.
27. Wabash Weekly Courier, cited in Woodworth Etter, Life, Work 

and Experiences, 364.

28. William G. McLoughlin Jr., Modern Revivalism: Charles G. 
Finney to Billy Graham (Ronald, 1959) 193–94; Bernard A. Weisberger, 
They Gathered at the River (Revell, 1930) 159, 224.

29. Warner, Woman Evangelist, 221.
30. C. H. Forney, History of the Churches of God in the United States 

of North America (New York Publishing House and Book Rooms of the 
Churches of God, 1914).

31. Woodworth Etter, The Holy Spirit, 279–80.
32. Warner, Woman Evangelist, 8.



8 • Priscilla PaPers  |  33/3  |  Summer 2019 cbeinternational.org

This article focuses on John 7:53–8:11, the narrative commonly 
called The Adulterous Woman, The Story/Pericope of the 
Adulterous Woman, or the Pericope Adulterae. I consider this 
story from the point of view of the sole female character. I 
cannot help but think also of the epidemic of sexual assault that 
has been slowly coming to light at universities and workplaces 
as well as among religious and political leaders. It has always 
been here, but women and allies have only recently begun to 
gain national and international attention. This epidemic is not 
about a particular individual or institution; it is about the sexual 
abuse women have undergone, often lawfully and in silence, 
over the centuries. These adjustments to the typical perspective 
will call into question certain interpretive assumptions often 
brought to this narrative. This article renames and reframes the 
narrative—the Story of the Abusive Religious Leaders—through 
the embodied perspective of the woman, who herself can fairly 
be called a survivor of sexual abuse.

Modern Scholarship’s Disregard for the Passage
It is surprisingly rare for a commentary to give substantial 
treatment to this story. Few scholars see the need to engage the 
story beyond explaining that it is not original to the Gospel 
of John.1 An example is Ernst Haenchen, who translates the 
passage, says it is not original, and then does not attempt 
any analysis.2 More striking is Rudolf Bultmann who, in his 
groundbreaking commentary on the Gospel of John, does not 
even include a dismissal of the passage, but instead proceeds as 
if it does not exist.3 Others, such as Leon Morris, state that it is 
impossible to believe this story is authentic to John. He relegates 
his commentary on 7:53–8:11 to an appendix; yet, unlike many of 
his counterparts, he offers commentary on it.4 Similarly, Francis 
Moloney and D. A. Carson do not include it as part of John but 
include an excursus on the passage.5

George Beasley-Murray is one of the few to include commentary 
on the passage other than in an appendix or excursus, despite his 
confidence it is not original.6 He does, however, believe it to be a 
historical account. Similarly, Morris argues that, while the passage 
is not original to John, the story is true to the character of Jesus.

Though some scholars maintain it is an ancient oral tradition 
that can be traced to the NT era, these proponents of the story’s 
antiquity still deal with it independently of the Gospel in which 
it is embedded, most often in an excursus or appendix. Thus the 
history, rather than the content, of the passage is the focus.

The Passage in its Context
The story focuses on the sinful men, not the sinful woman. The 
surrounding narratives chosen for the placement of the text 
bolster this argument that the sin of the religious leaders is the 
crux of the passage. Gail O’Day and Susan Hylen also argue that 
it is easy to understand why this story was placed at this point 

in John.7 The question regarding who has authority to interpret 
the law (ch. 7) as well as the topics of sin, freedom from sin, and 
testing (ch. 8) all come together in Jesus’s interaction with the 
characters. The story meshes with themes from the surrounding 
chapters. The repeated themes and language of sin, judgment, 
and the right to judge or forgive are interwoven with the passage. 
These refrains make a perfect setting for a demonstration of 
what Jesus is teaching and how the authorities are failing to 
understand the light Jesus has brought into the world.8

The reader first meets this woman when the sinful men burst 
onto the scene. They are dragging a woman and forcing her 
to stand in front of a crowd—shamed, disgraced, and perhaps 
partially dressed.9 There is absolutely no explanation of details 
such as who caught this woman, how she was seized, or where 
the other guilty party is. The authorities are vague on how they 
came by this woman; they bring no witnesses, and they only 
arrest one of the guilty parties. They are clearly not interested in 
justice. In fact, they are violating the law by failing to bring forth 
witnesses and her guilty partner.10 The surrounding narrative 
makes clear that the ones who are supposed to be the experts in 
the law of Moses fail in their understanding. For the abusers, the 
law is a weapon to gain power over opponents. The trap is set, 
and the woman is nothing more than bait.

The wording suggests the woman was apprehended while 
engaging in sex, for the religious authorities explain that she 
was “apprehended in the act of adultery.” Morris notes that 
the witnesses must have seen the act, as opposed to obtaining 
hearsay or stumbling upon a compromising circumstance, in 
order for their testimony to be valid.11 However, no one in the 
scene ever specifies the identity of a witness, let alone the two or 
three required by law. No male partner is brought before Jesus 
and accused of adultery.

Deuteronomy 22:20–29 defines adultery as sex between 
a man (married or unmarried) and a woman who is married 
or engaged. While stoning is not explicitly mentioned as the 
method of execution for adultery, in Deut 22:21 the punishment 
for a young woman who is given in marriage under the guise of 
being a virgin is stoning. Thus, it may have become the method 
of the death penalty for other sexually-oriented cases. In this 
section on sexual relations and punishments in Deuteronomy, 
the only scenario where the man is not also put to death is 
when he rapes a virgin who is not engaged to be married.12 It is 
unclear, therefore, why the man is not also brought before Jesus 
and accused. Morris argues that his absence indicates there 
was a trap set for the woman; he was allowed to go free once 
they had an offender to take to Jesus.13 Thus, the lone woman 
is brought into their midst to bear humiliation and capital 
punishment by stoning.

Commentators and readers have attempted to explain why 
the woman’s counterpart is not present, how the religious 
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authorities captured her, whether the timing seems suspicious, 
and many more questions. Examples of these theories are 
numerous. Perhaps the Pharisees asked a man to seduce a 
woman and he was allowed to sneak away in the ensuing chaos. 
Perhaps the woman and man were in a relationship and the man 
betrayed her for a price. Perhaps she was deceived or coerced 
into the situation. No such scenario is legal, much less just.14 In 
fact, all the proposed scenarios above would, by our standards, 
amount to sexual abuse. The authorities are not seeking justice; 
they are abusing the law and bending it to their desires. They do 
not seek a trial, but mob “justice.”

Instead of answering the religious leaders, Jesus does 
something unexpected: he bends down and begins writing or 
drawing on the ground (the verb katagraphō can mean to write 
or to draw).15 What Jesus wrote or drew does not play a role 
in this story; the act itself is more important. Jesus completely 
ignores the abusers and refuses to acknowledge their deceptive 
question. Jesus disregards their demands and, in a creative act 
of resistance, robs the religious leaders of both their power and 
their prey. Jesus refuses to engage their legal argument when a 
woman’s life is at stake. The religious authorities badger Jesus 
to answer them while the woman wonders how long until the 
stoning begins. Finally, Jesus stands up and answers the scribes 
and Pharisees.

After Jesus rises, he responds: “Let anyone among you who 
is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her” (v. 7b NRSV). 
Jesus’s prerequisite is that only a sinless person may throw the 
first stone. The word anamartētos (“sinless”) occurs nowhere 
else in the NT. Moloney and Carson believe Jesus is referring 
to sexual sin and the likelihood that certain of the men present 
had engaged in sexual activity outside the bounds of marriage.16

Whatever the specific connotations of anamartētos, 
neither her accusers nor anyone in the crowd can fulfill this 
stipulation that Jesus adds.17 Jesus demonstrates to the crowd 
that no one there has the right to judge her, leaving all in 
attendance speechless.18 Roles are reversed between Jesus and 
his opponents. He becomes the questioner, and the religious 
authorities become the objects of their own question. He calls 
the religious authorities to accountability for twisting the law to 
their own ends and for the exploitation of this woman.19 This is 
the heart of the story—Jesus calls the religious men to account 
for their sins.

Jesus bends down a second time and continues to write or 
draw on the ground. His action gives time for the scribes and 
Pharisees to reflect on whether they measure up to the same 
code they are using against the adulteress. Their silence and 
slipping away answers Jesus’s question quite clearly—they are 
all guilty of sin, some perhaps even of adultery. Therefore, they 
are each guilty of abusing this woman.

After every Pharisee, scribe, and onlooker has shamefully 
deserted the scene, Jesus turns and addresses the maltreated 
woman. Augustine describes the final scene beautifully: “Only 
two remain, the wretched woman and the incarnation of 
mercy.”20 This is the first time she is addressed by anyone in the 
story! For the entire scene, she has been a passive victim of her 
surroundings, but she becomes an active character when Jesus 
speaks to her. He rhetorically asks, “Where are they? Has no 
one condemned you?” She replies, “No one, sir.” Jesus answers 

her with one of the most memorable lines in all of Scripture: 
“Neither do I condemn you. Go and sin no more.”21 As the only 
one without sin, Jesus is the only one who has the right to judge 
or withhold judgment.

Today’s Abuses
Sadly, the abuse of women has continued throughout history. 
Just as here in John 8, manipulation and abuse of women 
continues today, often by religious authorities. In service of this 
article’s subtitle, “How a Misnamed Story Can Help Religious 
Institutions Deal with Sexual Assault,” I offer four guidelines.

Abuse is Pervasive
First, be aware of the pervasiveness of abuse. Dragging the 
woman of John 8 from bed and making her a public spectacle 
in an effort to gain power was and is abusive. Yet almost no one 
over the course of Christian history has recognized it as such! 
Such an oversight should remind us to open our eyes to the 
pervasiveness of abuse.

•	 Someone is assaulted every two minutes in the 
United States.22

•	 One in six women in the United States experiences 
sexual assault.

•	 One in three women in the United States experiences 
sexual violence (numbers are higher for multiracial 
and American Indian women).

•	 Nine out of ten survivors of sexual assault are female.

•	 Three out of four rapes are committed by a friend, 
acquaintance, or significant other.

•	 College age (18–24) is the most likely time a person 
will be raped. It is three to four times higher than 
any other time in a woman’s life.

Concerning this age group (18–24):

•	 Only twenty percent of young women report their 
rape to the police.

•	 The first three months of her freshman year of college 
is the most likely time a woman will be raped.

•	 Only six of every 1,000 perpetrators will go to prison.

•	 Schools often administer little to no punishment for 
people they find guilty of assaulting a fellow student.

•	 Survivors sometimes endure terrible ordeals when 
they do speak up, often to no avail.

Such statistics reveal the certainty that these women are in the 
schools, churches, and organizations where readers of Priscilla 
Papers serve. They are in our pews and pulpits; they are our 
students and teachers.

Survivors are Often Silent
Second, notice that the abused woman of John 8 is silent until 
Jesus invites her to speak. Similarly, many survivors of abuse 
today may never reveal the anguish they have lived through. It is 
imperative that we do not mistake their silence for actual absence 
of abuse. Many institutions are discovering this the hard way. In 
light of all the evidence, it is safer to assume it is happening. I 
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urge you to challenge statements made by authorities who claim 
they had no idea abuse was happening. It was, and is, and will 
continue to happen until someone stops it.

Casting Blame
Third, do not blame the survivor. That the woman of John 8 
was a sinner does not disqualify her from justice. Nor does it 
justify her abuse. No matter what a woman or man is doing, 
even if it is deemed unwise or sinful, abuse is never excusable. 
This is an absolute truth illustrated in the Story of the Abusive 
Religious Leaders. No person—female or male, adult or child—
is ever at fault for abuse she or he suffers. This remains true if a 
person has been drinking alcohol, is sexually active, is out late 
at night, or is wearing revealing clothing. Abuse is never what 
a survivor deserves. Unfortunately, too many investigations 
of abuse, including many by religious organizations, seem to 
suggest otherwise.

Avoid Labels
Finally, avoid damaging labels. As mentioned earlier, interpreters 
have labeled this woman and story inappropriately. While 
Shakespeare might wonder, “what’s in a name,” most of us know 
from first-hand experience that a name holds a great deal of 
power. Rarely does the name a group of men assigns to a woman, 
such as “The Adulterous Woman,” fall harmlessly by the wayside. 
Quite the opposite, it changes the way people perceive her, treat 
her, and how she feels about herself. A name has the power to 
change, even to destroy, a person.

A Misnamed Story
The very title, “The Adulterous Woman,” assumes that this story 
focuses on a woman and her sin. In contrast, this article argues 
that the focus is on a group of sinful, male, religious leaders who 
use their privilege to try to kill a woman to solidify their power. 
Jesus is at odds with the religious authorities, and they are seeking 
to stop him from gathering any more power or followers. His 
enemies are concerned about authority—specifically, who has the 
authority to judge. These enemies, the scribes and Pharisees, seek 
to trap Jesus using his own assertion that he has such authority.23 
In the process, a woman caught committing adultery becomes 
the pawn used to bait the trap for Jesus.

The power of who gets to name is often one-sided and too 
often in the hands of the privileged. For instance, although it is 
difficult to determine when this passage received the title “the 
adulterous woman,” the title dates at least to the fourth century 
and is used in ancient records almost entirely by men. The 
church has continued to pass down that title generation after 
generation. A survey of twenty recent Bible translations reveals 
that, besides those in which no titles are given to stories, only a 
handful have any different title than “The Adulterous Woman” 
or “The Woman Caught in Adultery.”24 Yet the nameless woman 
in the story could just as easily be described as abused, used, 
trapped, or forgiven.

Possible titles for the story include “The Sinful Men,” “The 
Abusive Leaders,” “The Hypocritical Religious Scholars,” or 
as in the title of this article, “The Abusive Religious Leaders.” 
Just as those with power try to control the woman in this text, 
those with power control the re-telling of this story. While Jesus 
deconstructs the power dynamics in the story, in the re-telling 

of this story we have allowed them to persist. Like Christ, we 
must stand up against those who would use women for their 
personal gain.

O’Day, in the most recent edition of The Women’s Bible 
Commentary, comments on a striking feature of this story: “Jesus 
treats the woman as the social and human equal of the scribes 
and Pharisees. . . . When the scribes and Pharisees brought the 
woman . . . to Jesus, they dehumanized her, turning her into an 
object for debate and discussion. Interpretations . . . that focus 
exclusively on the woman, and on her sexual behavior as sin, 
continue to dehumanize and objectify her.”25 Thus, to read this 
story as “the story of the adulterous woman” is to stand in the 
trajectory of the abusive leaders rather than that of Christ.

Conclusion
Like Jesus in the story of the Abusive Religious Leaders, we must 
break the snares that trap so many people. We must create safe 
spaces to share, we must raise awareness of the issue, we must 
insist that abuse survivors have nothing to be ashamed of, and 
we must work to stop this type of behavior in our communities. 
We must respond to the survivor like Jesus did—with the chance 
of new life. This idea lies at the very heart of Christianity!
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The focus of this article is 1 Cor 11:7 and its surrounding verses. I 
explore how 11:7 has been received over the centuries, including 
how it has been perceived to fit into 1 Cor 11:2–16 and what it has 
been deemed to communicate regarding the relation of man to 
woman, woman to man, and both to God. I demonstrate the 
interpretive difficulties of the passage by surveying the views of 
six interpreters. In the end, I find all six to be insufficient and 
opt instead to affirm Paul’s radical vision for a new humanity.

It is clear that 1 Cor 11:2–16, in which vv. 7–10 have a pivotal 
position, has functioned through the ages to control not only 
how the church perceives the role of men and women in worship, 
but more fundamentally how the church perceives the relations 
of man and woman to one another, to Christ, to God, and even 
to angels. This passage touches on crucial questions of creation 
and the nature of God, thus serving as key to understanding 
God’s relation to the world. It is incumbent upon interpreters, 
therefore, to seek as much clarity as possible when attempting to 
fathom these verses.

In 1 Cor 11:3, we read famously that, “the head of every man 
is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of 
Christ is God” (NIV). The passage goes on: Men should uncover 
their heads in worship, and women should cover theirs, to guard 
against shame and dishonour. Why? Because man “is the image 
and glory of God, but woman is the glory of man” (11:7 NIV). 
Expanded further as a theology of creation, it continues, “For 
man did not come from woman, but woman from man; neither 
was man created for woman, but woman for man. It is for this 
reason that a woman ought to have authority over her own head, 
because of the angels” (11:8–10 NIV). Given that the “authority” 
in question is represented by a literal head covering, my question 
is simply, what might this mean? 

An enormous amount of confusion has always surrounded 
these verses. Thus, I suggest first that this confusion renders 
these verses too fragile to bear the weight forced upon them 
by generations of scholars and other readers. Nevertheless, 
because they are still deemed in many circles to have enduring 
significance for church life and practice, I also suggest that 
more work needs to be done. There are multiple reasons for the 
confusion, but in this article I focus on one reason in relation to 
the doctrine of creation and argue that a surface-level reading of 
1 Cor 11:7 and its context gives us a particular view of creation 
in relation to male and female that accords neither with creation 
accounts in Genesis nor with other perspectives in Paul’s own 
letters. Ironically, the principle of perspicuity applied to these 
verses only serves to generate complexity and to lead us into 
various contradictions and quandaries.1 

What I hope to demonstrate in this article is that there are 
simply too many interpretive and theological problems with 

these verses for them to be used as a doctrinal plumb line for 
the relation of woman to man, Christ, God, or angels. In light of 
these problems, far more work needs to be done on the content 
of Paul’s letters pertaining to men and women before assuming 
that this particular passage should serve in some uncomplicated 
fashion in molding church life and practice.

Three Straightforward Interpretations

Many interpreters claim to have solved our problems, but 
I remain unconvinced. A comprehensive survey is beyond 
the scope of this article, but interestingly 11:2–16 is employed 
in support of a range of patterns of gender relations, from 
hierarchicalist to mutualist to both at once.2 Those least likely to 
perceive the plethora of problems in these verses are those who 
not only perceive them to be straightforwardly hierarchicalist, 
but who also approve of the subordination of women to men, 
believing it to be God-ordained in some fashion. Consider the 
three following examples.

John Chrysostom

Chrysostom, a fourth-century preacher and theologian, views 
the lack of covering for men and the covering for women 
as symbols of the governor and the governed, of rule and 
subjection.3 Because the man has Christ as his head, he ought 
not to cover his head, for he rules over the woman and a ruler 
coming before a king should have a symbol of his rule (26.4). 
Note the number of underlying causal assumptions in his 
argument. According to Chrysostom, Paul supplies four reasons 
for the superiority of the male:

1) He is the head of the woman (v. 3).
2) He is the glory of God, and she is his glory (v. 7).
3) Man is not “of woman,” but she is “of him” (v. 8).
4) Man is not for her, but she for him (v. 9; 26.5).

For these reasons, and because of the angels, a woman must 
be covered to pray and prophesy. The head covering covers her 
shame and preserves her virtue. Conversely, a man must not 
cover his head. To do so is tantamount to casting off a diadem 
and taking a slave’s garment, which would be shameful for him 
(26.5). In Chrysostom, therefore, we find an uncomplicated 
subordinationist view.

John Calvin

Moving forward, sixteenth-century reformer John Calvin has 
two sources of discomfort. The first is how some aspects of 
these verses might relate to Gal 3:28, “. . . nor is there male and 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (NIV). The second 
is whether 11:3 places the man “in an intermediate position 
between Christ and the woman,” meaning that Christ is no 
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longer the head of woman (§3).4 This, he assumes, would be 
incorrect. Accordingly, he makes some attempt to harmonize 
“head” language with Gal 3:28 in relation to equality in some 
spheres and not others, but in the end confirms the fundamental 
inequality of men and women (§3). 

In Calvin’s view, there is a causal link between references to 
the head in 11:3, image language in 11:7, authority in 11:10, and 
head coverings. He remains, however, undecided about which 
“man” Paul is referring to in the passage. At one point he moves 
seamlessly to apply the image language in v. 7 solely to husbands 
and wives (§7), but in §10 he reverts to his point that superiority/
inferiority applies to all men and all women, “On this account 
all women are born, that they may acknowledge themselves 
inferior in consequence of the superiority of the male sex.” Men/
husbands remain uncovered as a sign both of their pre-eminence, 
superiority, and authority as the head of the household and their 
subjection to Christ. There is an infringement of Christ’s honour 
when men cover their heads because he is their glory and they 
must, therefore, shine forth Christ’s glory. Like Chrysostom, 
Calvin claims that the man has authority, the woman is under 
subjection, “and this is secured when the man uncovers his head 
in view of the Church” (§4). Thus, despite some misgivings, this 
too is a straightforward interpretation of the subordinationist 
theology within the text. 

Charles Hodge

This hierarchicalist understanding has endured to the modern 
era. For example, nineteenth-century Presbyterian theologian 
Charles Hodge states, “the central idea must be that the woman, 
being taken from man, is inferior to him,” and that because “she 
was created because of man . . . the purpose of her existence is 
not in herself,” which serves to underline “her inferior position,” 
adding, “all of this reasoning must have deeply displeased the 
Corinthian feminists.”5

Many people through the ages—not only Christians and 
feminists—have had problems with this understanding. In 
our 1 Corinthians passage, concepts that carry significance 
pertaining to creation, glory, image, visibility, hiddenness, and 
shame are inextricably linked to gendered positional concepts 
around superiority, inferiority, rule, and subjection, all centered 
around the practice of head covering. But how does this fit with 
other biblical themes, not only in relation to creation in Gen 
1:26–27, but in relation to men and women in Christ alluded to 
in Gal 3:28, 1 Cor 7, and 1 Cor 11:11–12, all pictures of mutuality 
and interdependence? In addition, other sources of confusion 
complicate an uncritical hierarchicalist reading: the immensely 
knotty problems around 11:3, namely, what “head” (kephalē) 
means and how the three pairings are analogous to one another; 
which man/men is Paul even referring to in v. 4 and v. 7; why do 
the angels care? The list goes on and on.

I have discussed this at length in my book Women and 
Worship at Corinth, showing the widespread disagreement 
among commentators on these matters.6 Here, I would like to 
return to my original point, that it is not only the meaning of 

terms in vv. 7–10 that is confusing, and it is not even that the 
import of the verses might have become confusing to modern 
ears; it is the fact that, read simply, the verses contradict claims 
in the immediate context, claims elsewhere in Paul’s letters, 
claims for the nature of men and women as creatures before 
God in Gen 1 and Gen 5, and even fundamental truths regarding 
deliverance from shame in Christ.

Derivation, Subordination, and Sublimation

On the one hand, it seems clear that 1 Cor 11:3–10, with 1 
Cor 11:7 as its focal point, has been utilized for a theology of 
the subordination of women to men. But this is not the only 
problem. I see three types of gender relations represented in 
these verses, which I will call the derivation, subordination, and 
sublimation of the female, the latter being a term I have borrowed 
from Marc Cortez, and the one that should cause us the most 
consternation.7 Sublimation refers to a theological rationale for 
the idea that, in order for a woman to become acceptable in a 
way that she is not, either in and of herself or even in her status 
in Christ, she must undergo some kind of elevation, refinement, 
and transformation.

That there is a story in Gen 2 of the derivation of woman 
from the first human being is irrefutable. It is disputable, 
however, whether this alone can be utilized in a straightforward 
fashion to form the basis of the subordination of woman. I am 
arguing that the theology and practice outlined in 1 Cor 11:3–16 
is indeed predicated on an initial theology of derivation, which 
is then employed in the service of a theology of sublimation, of 
which the subordination of woman is a logical outcome. It is 
this overarching theological narrative that many commentators 
either instinctively or openly resist, but in my opinion, is evident 
in the text. 

A Theology of Sublimation?

Most commentators assume that the creation theology of 
derivation in vv. 8–10 refers to Gen 2:21–24, although this is not 
unproblematic, due to the modifications of the Genesis account 
that we see in 1 Corinthians. There is the rather obvious point 
that 1 Corinthians refers to the male as the image and glory 
of God rather than male and female as the image and likeness 
of God. In addition, the Septuagint uses anthrōpos (“person, 
human”) in Gen 1:26–27, 2:15, and 2:18, and refers to Adam as 
anthrōpos in 2:21, 2:22, and 2:24. The only exception is in 2:23 
where we have the first instance of anēr (“man”); it appears 
in relation to gunē (“woman”) when Adam exclaims that the 
woman is “flesh of my flesh and bone of my bone.” Note here that 
the first momentous statement in relation to gender distinction 
in Gen 2, albeit concerning derivation, focuses on unity and not 
on difference. In 1 Cor 11, in contrast to the Genesis accounts, we 
read anēr throughout. Michael Lakey takes this as an indication 
that Paul reads not only Gen 2, but also Gen 1:26–27 to mean 
that the image in question is a description of Adam as male.8 But 
what are the implications of such a modified understanding?

The Genesis and 1 Corinthians accounts both refer, apparently, 
to the derivation of woman from man. I would argue, however, 
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that the 1 Corinthians account, coupled with the practice of 
head covering, leads to the sublimation of woman in a way that 
the Genesis account does not. In 1 Cor 11, the reason a woman 
must be covered is not simply that she is created differently from 
man (as so many exegetes say), but that she is created differently 
in relation to God from man, because of her relation to man. 
Furthermore, this difference is not neutral, but is characterized 
by a deficiency in the woman, which is a cause of shame. What 
he has naturally (the image), she has not. But not to worry! 
The remedy for this discrepancy is provided. It is a physical 
sign (the head covering) to denote that the deficiency has been 
acknowledged and compensated for. What is elaborated here 
in 1 Cor 11 is that, in order for a woman to become acceptable 
to God, to Christ, to his cosmic representatives, to men, and to 
the society around her, she must perform and/or be subjected to 
an act that secures for her this approval and authority. In fact, 
she must not relate to God in prayer (or prophecy) without this 
compensatory sign. 

This elevation and transformation of woman is needed, 
not only because of what she is in relation to man (a derived 
creature now dependent upon man), but because of what she 
lacks because of the derivation (the image and glory of God) 
because she does not relate to God in the same contiguous 
fashion. She is once removed. However, when she is covered, the 
order of the cosmos is restored. Refusal to perform the act is not 
without consequence. It is not an optional performance. Failure 
to do so on the part of woman brings shame upon everyone 
including, of course, the woman herself, making her an object 
of the apostle’s directive. Do not miss or underplay the coercion 
present in the passage, in both v. 6 and v. 16. The threat referred 
to in v. 6 conveys that the refusal to cover is tantamount to gross 
impropriety and the cause of terrible offense. In v. 16, Paul is 
adamant, “We have no such custom—in any of the churches of 
God.” What custom? Women praying without a head covering? 
Understandably, not everyone is comfortable with this view. 
How then has it been resisted or modified? 

Anthony Thiselton, Gordon Fee, Judith Gundry, Alan 
Johnson, and many others argue that Paul is holding two views 
in tension: hierarchicalist in vv. 3–10 and mutualist in vv. 11–12. 
This signifies the complexity of Paul’s thought. Those who want 
to resist the unqualified hierarchicalist readings as binding hold 
that vv. 11–12 act as qualifiers to vv. 4–10. (Even Chrysostom 
calls these verses a “correction” to prevent women becoming 
depressed!) The problem with this view is that once you accept 
that Paul gives vv. 7–10 as a reason for head coverings for women, 
and if you believe he enforces the practice in v. 16, then the die is 
cast on sublimation. 

As an aside on alternative interpretations, I am well aware of 
the argument that this passage is referring to hairstyles and not 
head coverings.9 I do not agree with that view, though hairstyles 
are mentioned in v. 14. Regardless of the practice (head coverings 
or hairstyles), any argument that tries to convince us that this is 
simply about denoting the difference between men and women in 
a neutral fashion or that it is about cultural sexual impropriety, 

fails to follow the logic of the passage, fails to account for the 
reason given in the text for the shame brought upon both sexes 
(which is different for both sexes), and fails to explain the 
significance of the covering or lack of covering as that which 
removes the shame. Failure to do this means that interpreters 
then neglect to navigate the moves between the figurative and 
literal signs within the text, either obscuring the crucial import 
of the connection between the metaphysical and the physical 
so evident in the passage, or refusing to acknowledge the full 
extent of the theological disjunction between this passage and 
the rest of Paul’s letters. We should not accept explanations of 
this verse that either do not adhere to the causal link of vv. 7–10 
with its theological claims and head coverings, or lack thereof, 
or ignore the severity of the infraction. Divorcing the theological 
principle from the concrete practice means ignoring a crucial 
interpretive key to understanding both.

Three Sophisticated Interpretations

Let us now turn to three sophisticated readings that, in my 
view, follow the principles of perspicuity and wrestle with some 
of the passage’s complexities, while offering different solutions 
regarding how we should deal with them, thus highlighting 
some of the truly problematic issues at stake. 

Augustine

The fourth-century north-African theologian, Augustine of 
Hippo, discusses these verses in great detail in his work, De 
Trinitate (“On the Trinity”). His explanation is extremely 
complex, but I will attempt to summarize it. Augustine’s 
explanation of the passage is inextricably linked to his 
understanding of the human psyche as a picture of the image 
of God and of the human condition, both being and function. 
This is important in relation to men and women, as we shall see, 
and is his key move in resisting a literalist and hierarchicalist 
reading of the text, thus also subverting a theology of 
sublimation. Augustine maps his view of the structure of the 
human psyche onto 1 Cor 11:7, a move which Edmund Hill 
claims both serves “Augustine’s polemical and exegetical 
motives,” and “also suits his taste for baroque complexity of 
symbolism and embellishment.”10

According to Augustine, the human psyche is the bearer of the 
image of God—the psyche with all its plasticity and its potential 
for good and evil. The psyche is categorized with different levels 
for different functions in a hierarchical fashion with the sapientia 
(the capacity for the contemplation of eternal truth and wisdom, 
also called the mens) as the highest level and the scientia (action 
or knowledge of temporal things) as a lower order. There are 
other aspects to the psyche but these two functions are pertinent 
here, finding their correspondence to man and woman in the 
creation story.11 Augustine reads the characters in the creation 
story as symbolic counterparts to the functions of the human 
mind (the image of God), with “symbolic” being the key word. 
Adam symbolizes the sapiential function, Eve the sciential, while 
the sensuality of the outer person corresponds to the serpent.12 
The fall is a fall from the sapiential function and a “consenting 
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to the lower sciential function’s lust for material power, into the 
depths of carnal enslavement.”13 This descent into corruption 
applies both to male and female. (Note that the movement up 
and down is significant.)

The move to redemption is the restoration of order “by a 
movement in the opposite direction, initiated by the Word made 
flesh. It is only when the sciential function has consented to this 
divine condescension by faith, and begun to control the appetites 
of the outer man by virtue, that the highest sapiential function 
can begin to be released once more for the loving contemplation 
of the divine.”14 How, then, is this applied to 1 Cor 11:7? 

Augustine assumes that 1 Cor 11:7 is the primary reason Paul 
supplies for the woman needing to cover her head (XII.2.9), 
and so asks, “how are we to take what we have heard from the 
apostle, that the man is the image of God, and so he is forbidden 
to cover his head, but the woman is not and so she is told to do 
so?” (XII.3.10). That is the right question. “Why is the woman too 
not the image of God? That, you see, is why she is told to cover 
her head, which the man is forbidden to do because he is the 
image of God” (XII.2.9). How does what the apostle says avoid 
“contradicting what is written in [Gen 1:27]” where the female is 
not excluded “from the image of God that is meant” (XII.3.10)?

On the one hand, Augustine claims: “the woman with her 
husband is the image of God in such a way that the whole of that 
substance is one image.” This is a standard interpretive move in 
order to harmonize v. 7 with Gen 1:26–27—to reference the first 
couple as one image because they are husband and wife. Note, 
however, that with this move, the interpreter complicates matters 
further by predicating image theology in relation to all men and 
all women based on the prototypical married couple. All women 
are not married to all men, so what is the nature of the union in 
relation to image? Augustine goes on to admit the difference, 
“when she is assigned her function of being an assistant . . . she 
is not the image of God; whereas in what concerns the man 
alone he is the image of God as fully and completely as when 
the woman is joined to him in one whole” (XII.3.10).15 The image 
of man and woman together as the entire image only applies to 
husband and wife, and only applies to woman as joined to man, 
whereas man bears this image on his own.

It is the universal human mind, however, that interests 
Augustine. The human mind, “while it is all contemplating 
truth” is the image of God. However, when it is 

directed in a certain way to the management of 
temporal affairs, it is still all the same the image of 
God as regards the part with which it consults the 
truth it has gazed on; but as regards the part which 
is directed to managing these lower affairs, it is 
not the image of God. Now the more it reaches out 
toward what is eternal, the more it is formed thereby 
to the image of God, and so it is not to be curbed or 
required to moderate or restrain its exertions in this 
direction, and therefore the man ought not to cover 
his head (1 Cor 11:7). But as regards that rational 
activity which is occupied with bodily and temporal 

things, too many advances into this lower territory 
are dangerous, and so it ought to have authority 
over its head (1 Cor 11:10); this is indicated by the 
covering, which symbolizes its need to be curbed. 
This hallowed and pious symbolism is pleasing to the 
angels. (XII.3.10)

According to Augustine, Paul is only speaking figuratively about 
the functions of the psyche. The woman symbolizes, in her 
sexed body, the lower affairs, which need to be curbed. However, 
this symbolic function that women carry is precisely only that. 
Augustine refers to a purely symbolic, mystical, and sacramental 
act (the covering of the head) rooted in the obvious distinction 
of the male and female sexes. Any other literal meaning with 
any concrete ramifications for real relationships read in or out 
of the text, he dismisses as irrelevant. “So” Augustine continues, 
“it is clear what the apostle intended to signify, and he did it 
symbolically and mystically because he was talking about the 
covering of the female head, and if this does not refer to some 
hidden sacramental or symbolic meaning, it will remain quite 
pointless” (XII.3.11).

Although Augustine sees the head covering as a sign 
of subordination, it does not correspond to any actual 
subordination or inferiority, or to any suggestion that “men do 
not engage as much, if not more, in the ‘feminine’ function of 
mind as do women.”16 Salvation and redemption is the renewal 
of “the rational mind, which is capable of recognizing God” 
given equally to men and women (XII.3.12). Augustine appeals 
to Gal 3:26–28. We are all made sons of God through baptism, 
“and when we put on the new man it is of course Christ that we 
put on through faith. Is there anyone then who would exclude 
females from this association, seeing that together with us men 
they are fellow heirs of grace” (XII.3.12). Might it simply be that 
the head covering confirms this new status for women? Would 
that make it okay? No, not according to Augustine. 

Augustine is encouragingly even-handed and aware of the 
pitfalls of a subordinationist reading that would detract from 
woman’s status in God, or even lead to woman being unfairly 
accused of standing for the baser instincts (XII.3.20). Why the 
differentiation in head coverings, “as though the woman were 
not being renewed in the spirit of her mind . . . (Col 3:10)?” It 
is because men and women share a common nature in their 
minds, but symbolize the distribution of the one mind in their 
bodies (XII.3.12).

In sum, he differentiates between “wisdom” and “knowledge,” 
assuming that we will all agree that knowledge should be 
“subordinated” to wisdom (XII.3.25). He concludes, “The point 
of staging this discussion has simply been to help us understand 
why the apostle attributes the image of God to the man only and 
not to the woman as well, and to see that he did it because he 
wanted to use the distinction of sex between two human beings 
to signify something that must be looked for in every single 
human being” (XII.3.19). 

Here we have an ancient reading in which all the obvious 
subordinationist overtones are acknowledged and then, 
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interestingly, resisted. His method of resisting these, however, 
is not transferable to the modern day, based as it is on ancient 
theological and anthropological categories. We simply do not 
view the human being in relation to men and women in such a 
way today. 

A Note on Augustine’s Use of 1 Corinthians 11:3

Does referring to 11:3, with its use of “head” (kephalē), serve 
to clarify Paul’s meaning or to muddy the waters? Most 
commentators assume it will help. Man is the image and glory 
because he is the “head,” is he not? Augustine, however, also 
resists this connection. Hill notices the omission, surmising 
that Augustine has failed to draw a valuable parallel due 
to his prior theological commitments. This seems correct, 
for Augustine makes much of rejecting interpersonal and 
relational analogies between the family (husband and wife) 
and the Trinity, precisely because of the detrimental impact 
this will have on the doctrine of God. 

Interestingly, Hill believes Augustine has missed a trick. 
According to Hill, 11:3 is an interpretive key to Paul’s thought in 
that there is a “chain of relationships or origin, God—Christ—
man—woman.” This is a common perception. First, focus on 
Father/Son for God/Christ, “so we can set up a proportion: as 
the Son is to the Father, so is the woman to the man; as the Son 
is from the Father, so is the woman from the man.” He rightly 
believes this to be “a fair interpretation of Paul,” while admitting 
the “analogy has its limitations, of course. . . .”17 Hill employs the 
analogy to draw conclusions regarding equality of nature and 
not subordination, thus avoiding doctrinal errors regarding the 
Father and Son, but still misses the biggest problem with v. 3, not 
lost on early commentators.

First in relation to method, Augustine resists analogies 
between human relations and divine relations, for good 
reasons. But a further complication, highlighted by Hill’s 
simplistic picture, is what to do with the Christ/man pairing 
in the middle of the chain? Even Chrysostom, a committed 
subordinationist in relation to man and woman, refuses to draw 
his subordinationism from 11:3. He conducts instead a far more 
sophisticated discussion on the limitations and potential of the 
analogies, and resists the simple equation that Hill falls prey to. 
Chrysostom’s best explanation for kephalē is that it denotes a 
first principle and perfect union, but he warns, “The Son has the 
same honour with Him that begot him, but clearly, the man does 
not have the same honour as Christ.” Man is not to Christ as 
Christ is to God, so “Do not therefore strain the example of the 
man and the woman to all particulars.”18 Chrysostom himself 
puts necessary restrictions in place. We should heed his caution.

Karl Barth

Barth’s explanation of 1 Cor 11 exceeds Augustine’s in its 
complexity. Like Augustine and Chrysostom he attempts to 
rescue Paul from potential problems with his anthropology, and 
like Augustine, he also attempts to rescue women from blunt 
statements regarding their derived and/or subordinate status. 
However, not only does he fail to exercise the patristic cautions 

regarding too strict an application of these verses both to real 
relations of men and women and to the nature of God, but his 
attempts to convey equality within super- and sub-ordinate 
relations becomes both tortuous and torturous in the end.

Barth applauds Paul’s “enthusiastic attempt” to “introduce 
equality” within difference in vv. 11–12 and attempts to do 
the same while maintaining the paradigm of super- and sub-
ordination, evident in the text.19 What is new is his further 
attempt not only to convince us that a subordinate status is not 
inferior in any way, but can even be understood as greater.20 This 
he does by way of a parallel with Christ and the church referring 
back to 11:3, which is the mystery wherein lies the key to the 
relations of husbands to wives and all men to all women. 

The result is an entire theological anthropology, an entire 
ecclesiology, and an entire theology of marriage constructed 
on the basis of a few verses. The resultant theology becomes 
increasingly labyrinthine. The key to untwisting his thought is 
first understanding that he views the theological anthropology 
in 1 Cor 11 through Eph 5, the standard text for the point at 
issue.21 This means that he maintains the idea of super- and sub-
ordination as essential to his cosmology (with corresponding 
roles for male and female, husband and wife and the need to 
reflect this in a worldly order derived from the text), while 
simultaneously disarming this concept referring to a developed 
exegesis of Eph 5, Song of Songs, and 1 Cor 11:11–12 to argue 
for mutual and reciprocal subordination of husband and wife, 
which he also applies to all men and all women.22 The husband 
and wife metaphor is central to his theological scheme, and I 
have noted above the problems with this. 

In relation to the image theology, Barth resists the idea that 
woman is not the image by inferring that woman, as the other 
created human, is absorbed into the Adam typology. All that can 
be said of Adam can be said of her. He rejects the early asymmetric 
readings of v. 7 to claim that the prototypical “man” is incomplete 
without “woman.” His theological anthropology rests on an 
undefended claim that Paul’s “man” in v. 7 has multiple referents: 
Adam/man/husbands. There is no image or glory for either man 
or woman unless they are understood to exist in union, but the 
precise nature of this union remains unexplained.

Despite his insistence that man as subordinate to Christ has no 
authority (exousia) of his own, a fundamental inequality between 
man and woman persists.23 The man is identified with Christ 
both in Christ’s superordination and his subordination. The 
woman is identified with Christ only in Christ’s subordination.24 
Barth tries to convince us that this is a privileged position; in the 
place of the subordinate and submissive community and Christ, 
woman is ennobled and glorified. He is at pains to convince us 
that the subordination of women is neither a negative condition 
nor a permanent one, and to be fair, he insists that the men 
must also take their subordinate place, leaving no room for the 
exaltation of man and the oppression of woman.25 In this way, 
he attempts to apply salve to the wound. In the end, however, 
in this elaborately tensive/subordinationist reading, he fails to 
address the sublimation evident in the text. 
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Michael Lakey

Lakey, in my view, is the most insightful interpreter of this 
passage. He attends carefully to the text with all its complexity 
in its method, its theology, and its application. Lakey’s thesis 
is that Paul’s theology of gender stems from a Graeco-Roman 
worldview, influenced by Stoic thought, and predicated on a 
hierarchical cosmic order where men are naturally viewed 
as pre-eminent. Against Barth, he asserts that Paul identifies 
man as the glory of God “in contradistinction” to woman as 
the glory of man and that v. 7b “is a clear indication that he 
regards the former epithet as a uniquely male trait.”26 On how 
this accords with Gen 1:26–27, Lakey believes Paul takes it to 
refer to “a peculiarly male form of androgyny.”27 Highlighting 
Paul’s unusual use of the terms “image” [eikōn] and “glory” 
[doxa] instead of “image” and “likeness” [homoiōsis], he posits 
that “glory” may be an interpretive gloss on one of the terms 
used in the biblical story. “However, since it is a poor rendering 
of both eikōn and homoiōsis, this is hardly satisfactory.”28 

Lakey’s understanding of Paul’s thought is this: “the male is 
the bearer of the divine likeness and a (now-lost) visible glory” 
and therefore “male heads ought to be uncovered because the 
primal male as glory bearer was physically constituted for 
revelation, hence visibility. As such, male uncovering would be 
a creational norm.”29 The woman, however, is neither the eikōn 
(“image”) nor kephalē (“head”) of anyone. He concludes: 

Put bluntly: that the woman is doxa andros [“glory 
of man”] means she is not doxa theou [“glory of 
God”]. This itself is sufficient to warrant the covering 
directive (v. 10); if man as doxa theou is created to 
manifest the glory of God by uncovering, then, 
for Paul, woman as doxa andros is not. Perhaps he 
regards that which is not doxa theou as deficient, with 
female covering as a remedy effected in the interests 
of her participation. Alternatively, it may be that 
what is not doxa theou is out of place and must be 
concealed in the interests of congregational purity. If 
so, then the irony of defining the ekklesia [“church, 
assembly”] as male space, while simultaneously 
veiling man’s glory is lost on Paul. Finally, it may 
be that “in God’s presence [the glory of man] must 
inevitably turn to shame,” and that in order thereby 
to authorize her ministry the prophesying woman 
must cover herself.30 

This is a description of a theology of sublimation, and nothing I 
find in any other reading, even the most elaborate ones, is able 
categorically to refute this from the text. In fact, it is perfectly in 
line with what we see in Chrysostom, Calvin, and Hodge and is, 
in my view, the most “plain sense” reading.

Conclusion

My conclusion and my most serious point in relation to this 
passage is the following: Whichever way you read 11:7, and the 
implications and application of this verse, the message of the text 
as it has most often been understood is that the woman lacks 

something that the man does not, and that this is rooted in the 
creation order. It might be a physical deficiency in an Aristotelian 
sense, a symbolic positioning below the male, a lack of authority 
in a spiritual sense in the sight of the angels, a creational deficiency 
in her own image and glory, or maybe all of the above in some 
way. Furthermore, this lack is a source of shame. 

And the remedy to this: a head covering, a hairstyle, a scarf? 
To approach God in prayer, she covers her head, and thus 
becomes acceptable. Woman’s cosmic cultic infraction against 
God via her relation to man, merely by virtue of being a woman, 
is annulled through her wearing of a veil. In many cases, it is this 
theological principle that is taken and transmuted to the present 
day to a male/priestly presence “covering” the participation of a 
woman in some form of Christian leadership or public ministry. 

Glory in man becomes shame if it is covered. Woman has 
glory when she is covered or hidden—not, as we might and 
should expect, covered or hidden in Christ, but hidden under a 
symbol of the conferred authority that is clearly not hers by right 
either as a creature made in God’s image or a co-heir with Christ. 
Lakey concludes, “Paul’s argument presumes the . . . intrinsic 
inferiority of women. Without this assumption his argument 
lacks coherence, with it, the argument is logical, continuous, 
but unacceptable to Moderns.”31 Lakey issues a challenge to 
those readers of Paul who see enduring significance within the 
passage for modern men and women. He concludes that “the 
generative codes of this passage are, from the perspective of 
current readers, aberrant and implausible,” and thus “we cannot 
be constrained by them in an identical fashion.”32

However we choose to treat these passages, I hope I have 
demonstrated that it is not only moderns who have struggled 
here, and that the text poses immense challenges for us if we 
believe these verses genuinely reflect Paul’s views on men and 
women. My own view of Paul, in line with scholars such as 
Scot McKnight, N. T. Wright, John Barclay, Craig Keener, and 
many others, is that Paul did not hold to the view that women 
were created as lesser beings, but was an apostle with a radical 
vision for a new humanity for whom a theology of sublimation 
applied to Jew/Gentile, slave/free or male/female would have 
been anathema. 

For these reasons, among many others, I make a case in my 
own work for assigning these views and practices not to the 
apostle, but to a group of domineering male leaders within the 
Corinthian church that Paul himself is correcting. In Women 
and Worship at Corinth, I argue that Paul is not muddled, 
inconsistent, or misguided, but that he is using this letter as an 
opportunity to oppose the distorted theology of the Corinthians 
that has led to oppressive practices towards women.

Notes
1. Perspicuity is the doctrine that, because of inspiration, the main 

thrust of the Bible is clear and can be understood by essentially any 
literate and well-intentioned person.

2. I deliberately avoid the terms “egalitarian” and “complementarian,” 
for I believe them to be misnomers when applied to male/female 
relations in the way they are currently used.
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"No Longer any Male and Female"?  
Galatians 3, Baptismal Identity, and  

the Question of an Evangelical Hermeneutic 
Kirsten Laurel Guidero

Evangelical Christianity stands at a crossroads. The claim itself 
may portend nothing revolutionary: the movement regularly 
faces such conditions as a by-product of its drive to reform 
Christianity and its sense of urgency in so doing. But at the 
moment, the specific choices confronting the community 
complicate the narrative it has long cherished concerning the 
scope and promise of its Bible- and cross-centric, conversionist, 
actively evangelizing faith—sometimes called the evangelical 
quadrilateral.1 In place of the cross, a significant number of 
American evangelicals take political power and control as their 
guiding motive. In denial of the need to be ever more converted 
to the Christ disclosed on that cross, demeaning and converting 
others by force often takes center stage. Meanwhile, the deeply 
rooted social holiness animating earlier evangelicals appears 
substantially rotted away by hypocrisy.

One way to situate the neglect of three sides of the 
quadrilateral is to consider how they interplay with the fourth 
leg—the ostensible commitment to a high theology of Scripture 
in which biblical texts form the basis for the other three legs. 
But the ongoing crises of evangelicalism evince a long-running 
and deeply-situated problem for the movement: many of its 
adherents do not, in fact, know how to read the very texts they 
claim establish their distinctive identity. A refreshed approach to 
biblical interpretation represents a non-negotiable plank without 
which evangelicalism surely will continue to destroy itself.

Evangelicalism can find a foothold in renewed practices of 
reading Scripture. This article first illustrates the larger problems 
haunting evangelical patterns of reading Scripture by analyzing 
as a test case two prevalent evangelical interpretations of Gal 
3:26–29.2 One of these interpretations arises from within the 
evangelical communities; the other represents a cluster of 
interpretations adapted by evangelicals. Both approaches, by 
attempting to find in the text a rubber-stamp justification of 
gender roles, fail the evangelical quadrilateral. 

Next, I offer a better interpretive method and spell out how it 
treats this passage. We will see that, far from viewing the biblical 
texts too reverently, with a proposed correction of qualifying 
textual authority—an approach some evangelicals who struggle 
with difficult elements of Scripture have adopted—both of the 
earlier approaches may fail to respect the text enough. A more 
faithful, and indeed more just, approach does not denigrate 
Scripture, but understands original context and contemporary 
applications alike as crucial to a high view of biblical inspiration 
and appropriation.

Finally, I briefly address some questions as well as the 
potential pitfalls of a reinvigorated evangelical biblicism. Perhaps 
most pressing are concerns that this way of reading remains 
impossible for evangelicalism or that those most likely to identify 

the need to re-read have already adopted it, with little effect on 
the whole of the movement. In essence, does this article merely 
preach to the choir, and if so, how could the preacher speak to her 
congregation as a whole?

Evangelical Test Case: Interpretations of Galatians 3

Framing the Question

How should evangelical Christians understand Gal 3:26–29, 
particularly given the ways this passage continues to be pressed 
to define gender roles in the church? Does this selection convey 
Paul’s egalitarian viewpoints that have since been sadly lost in 
the codification of ecclesial structures?3 Does it promote an 
androgynous humanity in preparation for an eschatological 
cessation of gender?4 Is it a claim of spiritual equality applicable 
only to a person’s entrance into the Christian community?5 Or 
does it entail nothing at all for gender roles?6

Both revisionist arguments for egalitarianism and attempts 
to distinguish between spiritual status and spiritual function 
misuse Galatians because they fail to grapple with the way the 
letter describes baptism’s ongoing and public incorporation of 
persons into Christ’s death and resurrection.7 Representative 
of revisionist approaches, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza’s 
interpretation requires a canon within the canon that ignores 
textual and historical complexities and thus key evangelical 
priorities.8 To address the second approach, which separates 
status and function, I analyze Peter Schemm’s interpretation and 
its echo in Wayne Walden’s reticence to apply the text to gender 
roles. Any focus on spiritual status as the only equality intended 
by Paul divorces justification from the rest of the believer’s life. By 
failing to read this section in relation to the letter as a whole or 
alongside its historical function, they too risk manipulating the 
passage to serve preconceived notions.

Another way to situate the problem is to plot these two 
competing modes of reading Galatians on the Diagram of Biblical 
Interpretation created by Richard N. Soulen and R. Kendall 
Soulen. Their visual representation of different interpretive 
methods locates concerns with the historical origins of a text in a 
left column, answering questions regarding the world behind the 
text. Methods concerned with the text itself cluster in the center 
column. The right column contains interpretive approaches 
focused on readers’ concerns. Finally, a row for theological and 
allegorical interpretation runs through all three columns at the 
bottom of the chart; such approaches look for the character of 
God in the text as well as in its background and its interpretation. 
Evangelical biblicism, concerned with Scripture’s inerrancy, has 
for the past century and a half focused on reading the Bible 
literally, and has recently accepted various criticisms represented 
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by the center column (the text), left column (the world of 
the text), and bottom row (theological interpretation) of the 
Soulens’ diagram. But the column on the right (the world of the 

interpreter) proves trickier. Thus Walden and Schemm delve into 
word studies, rhetorical analysis, and comparison of manuscripts 
(center and left columns), but they are suspicious of approaches 
rooted elsewhere. Schüssler Fiorenza, by contrast, adopts a 
feminist critique derived from the right column’s question of how 
the text may be adapted for its readers’ needs.

By ignoring how Gal 3:26–29 fits within the entire epistle, and 
by treating the history of the text’s interpretation separately from 
its composition, both approaches—revisionist and status vs. 
function—construct distorted readings. They offer evangelical 
biblicism only a myopic focus on the text’s details (Schemm 
and Walden) or a critique of how it has poorly functioned 
(Schüssler Fiorenza) that either has to posit a mysterious positive 
origin behind later misuses or break from the text entirely in 
order to seek justice. Both readings fail to work across all three 
columns to develop an interpretation that bridges the text’s 
original context with current situations on the basis of the 
bottom row, the character of Christ. In so doing, they neglect 
roots of the evangelical quadrilateral in this very epistle: the 
new identities Galatians proclaims arise from believers’ unions 
with Christ through baptism—identities centered on the cross, 
enacted publicly and socially, and oriented towards the ongoing 
conversion of self and community. 

Does Baptism Only Effect a Static Spiritual Equality?

I will begin with the approach that presents Gal 3 as describing 
the status of being justified in Christ that is offered equally to 
all people but does not create or connote equality of spiritual, 
ecclesial, or social function. Roots of this distinction can be found 
at least as far back as Martin Luther’s commentary on Galatians.9 
Various evangelical commentaries from the last one hundred 
years assert similarly that: baptism does not erase distinctions 
within “temporal matters”; the gospel “changes nothing in the 
domain of this world and this natural life”; “in the dimension 
of spiritual possessions and privilege there is absolutely no 
difference” between women and men, but the obverse is true “in 
matters of rule in the home and in the church.”10

Schemm, advocating for this position, argues that, according 
to the “traditional” interpretation of the text, “Paul simply has 
in mind that all believers, no matter what their racial, social, 
or gender status, share the same spiritual status in their union 

with Christ.”11 He states that the three pairs of vv. 26–29 describe 
how these various identities receive access to Christ’s inheritance 
as their salvation.12 For Schemm, such salvation has “little 

to do with gender roles let alone their abolishment,” for this 
passage constitutes a “soteriological statement, not a gender-role 
statement.”13 Finally, Schemm insists that attempting to grant the 
passage a definitive status on gender roles by relating it directly to 
contemporary issues is erroneous.14

More recently, Walden has constructed a similar view: “If one 
wants to know who is eligible to be ‘in Christ,’ Gal 3:28 is relevant 
to the discussion; but if one wants to know about gender roles and 
responsibilities, one should go to epistles that have a context on 
that subject.”15 He concludes, “Galatians 3:28 supports no view of 
gender role issues, ‘egalitarian,’ ‘complementarian,’ or otherwise.”16

Certain aspects of these analyses are commendable. For one, 
sustained attention to vocabulary and grammar is certainly a 
welcome component of any scholarly treatment of the Bible. A 
desire to understand the nuances of the original text also matters.

Some methods and conclusions, however, are troubling. First, 
these authors fault egalitarians for putting too much weight on this 
passage as a declaration of a universal truth. They see inconsistency 
in the egalitarian tendency to place Gal 3:28 over other Pauline texts, 
such as 1 Tim 2.17 This point can offer a fair rebuttal to those who 
crown this verse, taken in isolation, as the final word on gender. 
This passage should not be overloaded, a subject we will return 
to below in my analysis of Schüssler Fiorenza. To understand 
any passage well entails not only painstaking definition of its 
terminology but also to read how it interacts with the Bible as a 
whole and through the ages.18 Schemm and Walden’s myopic view 
risks missing the forest of Galatians and of Paul for the trees of Gal 
3:26–29, much like one could study each word in a Shakespearean 
play and wrongly conclude that Cordelia abuses her father, Ophelia 
suffers from female hysteria, or Beatrice and Benedick will forever 
misunderstand each other.

Secondly, my most pressing concern is that neither Walden 
nor Schemm addresses how this statement should be related to 
other Pauline statements without first already deciding, without 
proving their assertions, that it could not ever be interpreted in an 
egalitarian manner. Schemm admits that the crux of the matter 
concerns “what else this verse [Gal 3:28] might entail,” but he falls 
prey to a tendency to constrict the possible answers to this question 
because he has bought into the notion that the believer’s equality 
in baptism and justification can be separated from status in the 

Diagram of Biblical Interpretation (a truncated version)

A. Event of 
Communication

The World Behind the Text The World of the Text The World in Front of the Text

Oral and written traditions, 
author, editor, compiler, etc.

Implied author, implied receiver, 
manuscripts, etc.

Historical receiver, interpreter, etc.

B. Interpretive 
Approaches 

Source Criticism, Form Criticism, 
Redaction Criticism, etc.

Textual Criticism, Rhetorical 
Analysis, Narrative Criticism, etc.

Feminist Interpretation, Womanist 
Interpretation, etc.

C. So what? Theological Interpretation

See the full diagram in Richard N. Soulen and R. Kendall Soulen, Handbook of Biblical Criticism, 4th ed. (Westminster John Knox, 2011) 
257–59 (233–36 in the 3rd edition).
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church. He tries valiantly to deny this stance, but his conclusions 
nevertheless perform it. He does grant that for Paul, the believer’s 
status entails union with God. He states, “whether Paul is speaking 
of the baptism of the Spirit into the body of Christ (Rom 6:3; 1 Cor 
12:13) or water immersion as a testimony of regeneration, or both, 
since both are in fact biblical realities, the result is that believers 
find themselves in Christ and ‘have put on Christ.’”19

As Schemm admits, the assumption that no social consequences 
follow from union with Christ cannot hold for the other two 
pairs: Gentiles and slaves.20 With regard to these identities, many 
evangelicals now believe that because of the equality of justified 
status granted to believers in baptism, roles based on such 
distinctions violate the gospel and the gospel requires abolishing 
such discrimination.21 

Yet Schemm denies that this passage establishes that equality 
(one wonders where else he would biblically source this 
important development). Instead, he reads Galatians to conflate 
the retention of gender-based ecclesial roles with the retention of 
gender, racial, and social distinctions. Note how quickly he makes 
these two elements interchangeable: “As Christians,” he says, “we 
retain racial, social, and gender distinctions. In what sense, then, 
is it true that in Christ there is neither male nor female?”22 In 
other words, the status-function distinction Schemm relies on 
to maintain restricted ecclesial roles for women has to separate 
the person’s incorporation into Christ from her continuing life of 
representation of Christ. Should not her full identity be marked 
by being clothed with Christ in baptism, as Gal 3 describes? Does 

not this reading, coupled with Walden’s conclusions, smuggle 
assumptions into the text? 

Schemm does not take adequate stock of the significance of 
Paul’s declaration that believers have put off not merely old beliefs, 
but also an old way of life. As we will see, the remainder of Galatians 
does in fact concern itself with how putting on Christ holds 
consequences, not just for a spiritual status or an entrance into 
the family of God, but for the whole of a person’s life. Moreover, 
classical evangelicalism demands such methods of reading when 
it prioritizes ongoing socially engaged conversion rooted in the 
cross of Christ, into whom each Christian is baptized. Therefore, 
Schemm and Walden’s interpretive approaches fail the evangelical 
quadrilateral, which, in fact, finds its roots in Galatians.

Was an Original Baptismal Egalitarianism Lost?

Since at least the 1960s, some have argued that Gal 3 provides 
a cut-and-dried egalitarian framework. A well-developed 
example can be found in Schüssler Fiorenza’s In Memory of Her, 
which proposes the elimination of gender hierarchies based on 
reconstructionist readings of the NT. For Schüssler Fiorenza, the 
patriarchy enshrined in the biblical texts means that even a “neo-
orthodox” feminist reading focusing on the presence of some 
ethical principles of egalitarianism runs the risk of “reducing 
the ambiguity of historical struggle to theological essences and 
abstract, timeless principles.”23 For her, the impact created by the 
androcentrism of scriptural texts and their sexist interpretations 
throughout history should be reclaimed as women’s true lived 
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experience, the actual reality of Christianity. This reclamation 
reveals the need to develop a feminist approach to interpretation 
that exposes androcentric language, texts, contexts, and 
interpretations, rather than merely creating an alternative 
perspective relegated to the fringes of the church. Therefore, 
“the revelatory canon for theological evaluation of biblical 
androcentric traditions and their subsequent interpretations 
cannot be derived from the Bible itself but can only be 
formulated in and through women’s struggle for liberation from 
all patriarchal oppression.”24 The Bible must be seen less as an 
archetype and more as a prototype that enables processes of 
adaptation and change.25

Nevertheless, Schüssler Fiorenza interprets Gal 3:26–29 by 
appealing to authorial intent as a reliable source of egalitarian 
value—exhibiting the “neo-orthodoxy” she criticizes. She 
recognizes the passage as a Pauline twist on an earlier baptismal 
formula that “advocates the abolition of religious-cultural 
divisions and of the domination and exploitation wrought by 
institutional slavery but also of domination based on sexual 
divisions.”26 She notes that the formula does not entail the 
eradication of biological differences, but rather the understanding 
that “in the Christian community all distinctions of religion, race, 
class, nationality, and gender are insignificant.”27 She concludes 
that Paul in Gal 3 unequivocally affirms the equality of women 
with men in spiritual leadership. 

For Schüssler Fiorenza, Gal 3:28 “does not assert that there 
are no longer men and women in Christ, but that patriarchal 
marriage . . . is no longer constitutive of the new community in 
Christ.”28 However, she finds in Paul’s high value of the unmarried 
a tendency to devalue the contributions of Christian wives. 
“Paul’s impact on women’s leadership in the Christian missionary 
movement is double-edged,” with new possibilities for freedom 
affirmed in Galatians while the Corinthian letters promote a 
return to gender-based restrictions.29 Though there is much in 
Schüssler Fiorenza’s analysis to be affirmed, her conclusions are 
susceptible to critique.30 Space constraints limit focus to two of 
the most glaring of these issues.

First, Schüssler Fiorenza gives preferential treatment to 
certain portions of the NT—those that promote the “correct” 
view of gender over those that do not. In particular, she posits 
a break between the less restrictive sections of Paul and the 
“pseudo-Pauline” texts as well as a priority of Mark and John 
over the rest of the NT.31 This approach promotes a “canon-
within-the-canon” that alone represents the true heart of the 
gospel.32 Evangelical ears twitch at the thought that a later reader 
could determine which texts comprise an authentic narration of 
Jesus’s values in opposition to other texts also venerated as holy 
Scripture through the ages. How could Jesus’s motives be reliably 
retrieved from the very texts found so suspect that they and their 
interpretive traditions demand a full overhaul?

Second, Schüssler Fiorenza risks identifying the heart of the 
gospel with her own 1980s feminist perspective. The only criteria 
she sets for identifying the core message of Christ seems to be that 
she is able to read out of certain texts a message she finds consonant 
with her concerns.33 To read Scripture in such a way also generates 
evangelical unease. However, for Scripture to be liberative, it must 

address the material needs of the oppressed (including those 
whose struggles arise from the way Scripture has been employed 
against them).34 Reading Scripture under this framework—
the right column of the Soulens’ diagram—is not incompatible 
with evangelicalism. In fact, evangelicalism desperately needs to 
learn how to promote such interpretive strategies. The question 
Schüssler Fiorenza’s interpretation raises is how best this style of 
reading may be incorporated for faith-based communities. For 
instance, historical evidence of early female Christian leaders 
certainly was suppressed, and reconstructive interpretive efforts 
help widen awareness of difficulties in Christian history. What is 
at stake here is the need either to clarify why a liberation approach 
must supersede the original intent of the author or to more 
reliably connect the liberative reading with the historical context 
of the passage.35 By contrast, Schüssler Fiorenza claims the need 
for a liberation reading that breaks from the text’s historical 
construction and interpretation before announcing that what she 
concludes is actually Paul’s original intent.36 This inconsistency 
weakens her interpretation.

Revisionist proposals tend to announce original egalitarian 
meanings for Gal 3 that were somehow strong enough to undergird 
the Pauline text yet weak enough to be quickly lost by the church. 
These conclusions create problems for evangelicals wanting to 
understand Scripture on its own terms. Such schemas cannot 
provide a description of the text in its original context that might 
reliably connect to contemporary concerns, nor do they connect 
well to the three other legs of the evangelical quadrilateral.

Yet egalitarian sermons or articles often press this approach 
into service. A quick appeal to Gal 3 serves as justification for 
gender equality, with no explanations or careful interpretation 
provided. This method for promoting egalitarianism does not 
represent the best model for evangelicals. 

Another Way?

Both types of readings surveyed above are incomplete. Each 
correctly cries foul when their opponents disproportionately 
weigh certain passages and fail to take context into account; yet 
when they propose their solutions, each evinces similar tendencies. 
A complementarian reading keeps the text’s conclusions out 
of daily living and thus fails the evangelical standard of being 
cross-centered, socially active, and committed to continuing 
conversion. It also commits the sin of reading bodies and cultures 
out of Scripture in favor of a supposedly universal “spiritual” 
application. The revisionist interpretations surveyed, which are 
adopted in whole or in part by some egalitarians, yield just as 
spiritualized a reading when they press abstract and thin ideals of 
“equality” upon the text without connecting such standards with 
the text itself. 

Because both interpretations constrict the oneness in Christ 
that is the subject of the passage and the entire letter into a vague, 
spiritualized state, neither does the passage justice. Because both 
readings separate Gal 3’s discussion of baptism into Christ from 
Paul’s concern to shape the baptized community into an ongoing 
state of being converted to unity in Christ Jesus, neither can sustain 
the biblicism leg of the evangelical quadrilateral. For both of my 
interlocutors, a healthy dose of historical context is prescribed: 
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connecting the contemporary reader to the original text by 
examining its original context, how it has been read throughout 
history, and how it speaks today. Both the roots and the offshoots 
of Gal 3 are more complicated than either of these perspectives 
allows. With this in mind, we turn to developing an interpretive 
approach that can uphold the full evangelical quadrilateral.

The Permanent and Public Application of Baptismal 
Identity 

A better interpretation starts with wider view of the letter as a 
whole, moves beyond analysis of individual words to framing them 
in their historical context, and learns to read the text in the way it 
was written—a churchly endeavor creating an all-encompassing, 
holistic identity that will connect Christ’s followers to one 
another above other social, economic, or political constructs.37 
In other words, a crucial step of interpreting the passage for the 
community who reads it as sacred, authoritative, and trustworthy 
demands paying attention to the way this text has functioned in 
that community in the past, which lays groundwork for how it can 
function today. This approach includes all three of the Soulens’ 
columns and adds the stabilizing requirement of the bottom row’s 
theological interpretation: aligning with the character of Christ.

Understanding these aspects requires closer attention to the 
context of Galatians, which discloses the communal concerns of 
those baptized into Christ but struggling to relate to one another 
given the mismatches between their politically-defined identities and 
their baptisms. The baptism in Gal 3:27 constitutes not only a public 
announcement of a private one-time decision but also the individual’s 
acceptance of a continually developing communally-shaped life that 
upends other identities. The character of this unfolding life must 
match that of its initiation and vice versa. Paul’s words establish 
an equality of baptismal entrance into the body of Christ, which 
necessitates a continuing equality of ecclesial existence.

The Centrality of Baptism into Christ

Paul presents Christ as the true heir who fulfills the law and thus 
breaks its power (3:16–18, 4:4–7). Christ alone realizes the promise 
that all nations will be blessed through Abraham. Belonging to 
Christ, the singular seed of Abraham (3:29), makes the believer 
one of the many foretold in Genesis as well as one of the countless 
children given to the woman of Isa 54.38 Galatians presents a 
Lord who, through baptism, brings the nations together into one 
justified and united family. Only once we have determined what 
implications Paul understands to follow from this proclamation of 
Jesus as Lord can we faithfully read the text today. 

On the context of Galatians, N. T. Wright notes that, “The 
question at issue was not, How can individual sinners find 
salvation? but rather, Are Christian Jews bound, by the Jewish 
kosher laws, to eat separately from Christian Gentiles, or are they 
bound by the gospel to eat at the same table with them?”39 Paul’s 
writings do not separate theology from ethics. Rather, in the letter 
to the Galatians, Paul seeks to convince his readers that 

God has called and is calling Jews and Gentiles alike 
to belong to the one family of Abraham. . . . “Ethics,” 
then, understood as Paul’s arguments about Christian 
behavior, function within Galatians not as an appendix 
to “theology” . . . nor as an awkward concession after an 

antilegalistic “justification by faith,” but rather as part 
of the inner working of the gospel itself.40 

This gospel calls Christians to form a new family free from all 
powers of evil, including social solidarities based in any other 
identity than that of belonging to Christ.41

Indeed, the social identities of Paul’s day did threaten the 
gospel. Justin Hardin’s book, Galatians and the Imperial Cult, 
depicts the holistically-demanding nature of the religions the 
Galatians were leaving for the sake of Christ.42 Brigitte Kahl’s 
Galatians Re-Imagined draws similar conclusions; her mapping 
of power relations within the Roman Empire, within Torah-
following Judaism, and within Paul’s other writings makes clear 
why Paul believed that to return to either the Jewish or Roman 
status distinctions negated the gospel. Just as the empire’s politics 
counted conformation to the rule of Rome an essential marker of 
a person’s worth and sought to entrench those beliefs in all aspects 
of a person’s life, first-century Jewish senses of covenant enacted 
the same principle over a different group, looking down upon and 
excluding non-Jews.43 Kahl argues that the gospel Paul preaches 
upends all such dynamics in its discussion of the family of God 
created in the person of Christ.44 This explains why Paul writes to 
the Galatians with such urgency: their social exclusion of another, 
far from belonging to a secondary arena, creates idols of these other 
identities. Hardin adds that, to the Galatian Christians, caught 
between these two arenas of acceptable religious expression, Paul 
presents his own marks of persecution as the model of sharing in 
Christ’s life.45 Incorporation into the body of Christ entails refusing 
to submit oneself to any other authority and then suffering in the 
manner that Christ did once those structures exact a penalty.46

How is one incorporated into Christ and made a new creation 
able to sustain Christ’s identity against persecution? One is 
baptized, as Gal 3:27 states, and then one lives out that baptismal 
identity, as 28–29 describe. Whether one considers 26–29 an early 
baptismal liturgy,47 themes of belonging to Christ and to the 
family of Christ as the result of baptism permeate the passage. 
What Schemm and Schüssler Fiorenza both overlook, then, is the 
significance of baptism’s creation of a new identity for believers. 

This line of argument does not require a discussion of how 
baptism should be conducted, but about what it does—its purpose 
and effects. Debates about how baptism should be marked by the 
church are important, but they are not the focus here; indeed, 
one way to evaluate these various formats for baptism is to ask 
how well each one fulfills what Gal 3 describes as the measure of 
the gospel. 

Baptism’s Fruits

One discussion of how baptism effects the union of Gal 3 draws 
from the work of Michael Gorman. Gorman notes, “For Paul, 
this intimate identification with Christ symbolized in baptism 
is not merely a one-time event but an experience of ongoing 
death, of ongoing crucifixion.”48 For Gorman, baptism in Pauline 
theology does not require merely a cognitive affirmation of 
dogmatic statements about Jesus but a participation in Jesus’s 
way of living, an inauguration into an ongoing way of life, a 
commitment to a reliance upon Christ, and an intention to 
daily imitate him.49 Such a commitment brings with it a way of 
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living in companionship with others who are also committed to 
Jesus. This community’s only foundation and guiding shape is 
the life and death of Christ.50 The Christian community, both its 
individuals and the shape of the church as a whole, continually 
re-actualizes Christ’s death.51 Baptism, then, is not about a 
person’s acceptance of justification at a point in time but about 
an ongoing intention to be clothed with Christlikeness within the 
community of believers.52

Gorman goes on to suggest that this conformity to Christ 
given in baptism becomes the new mode of human existence.53 
Humanity is meant to be marked by mutual solidarity born out of a 
common death that imitates Christ’s death to competition, success, 
and worldly powers. “It is for this reason,” Gorman concludes, “that 
Paul’s communities transcend gender, class, and racial barriers 
(Gal. 3:28): life in Christ is grounded in a power that makes 
somebodies out of nobodies and renders so-called somebodies no 
more or less significant than their ‘inferiors.’” The status markers of 
the world are reversed such that, “while social distinctions remain 
in the Pauline communities . . . the strongest forces experienced 
in these communities are not those that distinguish the socially 
inferior from the socially superior. Rather, these communities 
experience a power that transcends and reverses social status, a 
power known only in the cross and in communities shaped by it.”54

Galatians 3 shows that, by putting on Christ through baptism, 
the believer becomes an heir of God for an ongoing life of equal 
inheritance alongside all other believers.55 Paul undoes exclusions 
of anyone from entering into direct covenant relationship with God 
because they are not free, male, circumcised Jews.56 Being right 
with God no longer rests upon the power dynamics associated with 
these three identity markers. Because being in Christ is now open 
to all, baptism breaks the power of the law’s gender exclusions, 
destroys pagan enslavement to political might, and elevates the 
oppressed into equality.57 

The point is not that ethnicity, gender, or social distinctions are 
obliterated in the baptism of the justified. These dichotomies are 
totalizing: one is either circumcised or not, male or not, purchased 
by someone or not. Trying to remove signs of these polarities means 
that one side of the identity opposition will still be considered the 
better, desirable identity, and from there can become a false marker 
of power within Christ’s household. Instead, Paul’s point is that a 
new status belongs to all the justified in Christ, right within their 
current social identities. 

Such distinctions remain but have lost their ability to stratify 
the church as they sway the world. And since the effects of the 
baptism that enjoins this new status are not restricted to a one-
time event, they structure the ongoing life of the church, including 
its leadership roles. Thus, through baptism into Christ, women as 
well as men, slaves as well as free, Gentiles as well as Jews, receive 
both equal entrance and equal standing within the community of 
Christ.58 No one can progress beyond this equalizing state, no one 
can claim any social markers as normative for Christian identity, no 
one can hold special offices on the basis of any of these distinctions: 
all have become one with Christ and unified with diverse others 
also included in Christ. All identities with their derivative practices 
now stand deprived of their power to structure the church.59 

Moreover, as Christians embrace an ecclesial unity built 

around a Christiformity to which they are asked to continually 
convert the entirety of their lives, they must carry this subversion 
of socio-political hierarchies into the world. All that remains 
to be noted in this section is that this explanation of Galatians 
matches the classic evangelical quadrilateral—with one addition 
to be explained below. 

Returning to the Larger Frame: How Should Evangelicals 
Read?

I have suggested that standard evangelical ways of prioritizing 
Scripture tend to lean in one of two directions: a shallow literal 
reading that uses a minimum of scholarship in an attempt to 
preserve the text’s divine inspiration and authority or a thin 
revisionist reading that does not connect the text to its historical 
context or acknowledge its complex usages within ecclesial 
communities. Both of these interpretations fail the evangelical 
quadrilateral and therefore cannot be used to proof-text Gal 
3:26–29 for or against women’s full equality in ministry.60 Such 
readings abuse the text and obscure its meanings from the 
community who wishes to look to it for divine guidance. 

Instead, the passage should be read across all modes of 
interpretation. Deeper engagement with historical criticism 
as well as greater facility with liberation reading methods can 
redirect evangelical biblicism. This more responsible engagement 
with the text’s own particularities highlights how authentic, 
Christ-like living may be enacted by readers of the text—first in 
Paul’s day and now in our own.61 My investigation of Galatians 
has lifted up ways this section of the letter contributes to the 
argument of the whole, has uncovered what its claims meant in 
its original setting, and has clarified how its claims ought to be 
understood today.

One clarification immediately arises. This reading should not 
be cast as contradicting a careful reading of 1 Tim 2:8–15. Neither 
of the two trajectories explored can successfully discharge the duty 
to read biblical texts as part of one authoritative canon, because 
the one flattens out Galatians in favor of a (shallow) literal reading 
of 1 Timothy, while the other weights a spiritualized reading 
of Galatians over 1 Timothy. Both set Galatians and 1 Timothy 
in opposition to each other. The view of Galatians offered here 
suggests that a less restrictive approach to 1 Timothy based on the 
same historical-critical and liberative methods is the only way to 
hold both texts together so they can be interpreted along the lines 
of the quadrilateral.

Attending to details of the text’s original setting as well as to 
its grammar and vocabulary should strengthen a high view of 
Scripture, not lessen it. Similarly, taking into account responses 
to the text from the lived experiences of its readers today adds to 
a renewed biblicism. Finally, seeking conformity to Christ’s own 
life as the Soulens’ bottom row’s interpretive standard heightens 
respect for the Scriptures. The history of evangelical Protestantism 
predicts that new challenges to received interpretations may in 
fact more reliably uncover the divine intent behind the text. As 
Daniel Castelo points out in his discussion of the Holy Spirit’s 
role in the Bible’s reliability, restricting textual authority to 
inspiration and authorial intent keeps the text’s trustworthiness 
tethered to whatever we may understand of its historical process. 
Understanding the difference between our interpretations and 



Priscilla PaPers  |  33/3  |  Summer 2019 • 25 cbeinternational.org

the truth of Scripture requires an openness to the ways the Spirit 
guides the community as it seeks conformity to Christ in reading 
and appropriating the text.62 In this sense, neither the Schemm-
Walden nor the Schüssler Fiorenza trajectory goes far enough in 
establishing a high view of Scripture.

Galatians 3 appears to constitute a problem because of its 
dramatic claims concerning those who follow Christ. Understanding 
these claims, directed towards the earliest Christian communities, 
prioritizes reading with an eye toward how that community 
functions, now as much then. This explanation yields a more holistic, 
reliable interpretation that fulfills the community’s needs.

Expanding the Quadrilateral

These findings create a fifth leg for the evangelical quadrilateral, one 
which would change the movement: a prioritization of a sense of 
church that proves necessary for correct scriptural interpretation. 
The life of the church is not only primary for properly understanding 
the content of Scripture but also for generating the right methods 
for handling Scripture. The biblicism that establishes Christ-
imaging, continually-converting, and socially-active evangelism 
leads to a deeper ecclesial sensibility, which in turn informs the 
other four legs. Can evangelicalism sustain such an addition, or 
will a more robust sense of the importance of the church cause it 
to lose its distinctives?63 Given the current turning point facing 
the movement, acquiring a sense of the importance of church 
as the community of the baptized and inseparable from biblical 
interpretation offers the movement its only way forward.

Conclusion

As mentioned in the introduction, this article may only preach 
to the choir. But tensions around gender are growing, increasing 
the need to continually place ourselves in those choir stalls. The 
interpretation supplied here offers more than an academic exercise. 
Since unity in Christ does not equal uniformity, baptism creates 
the one body of many parts described in 1 Cor 12.64 Following Gerd 
Theißen, Judith Gundry-Volf suggests that for Paul, the oneness 
of the family of God can be compared to the oneness of a married 
couple. If this obtains, then unity in the one body of Christ does not 
erase differences but consists of cleaving together in and through 
differences.65 This cleaving in the midst of difference requires both 
the baptismal posture of conversion to Christ by forming union 
with one another and public accountability for interpretations, 
even where we disagree.

Christians can expect the process of building one body out 
of different identities for the sake of Christ to entail struggle. An 
understanding of tradition chastens both Schüssler Fiorenza and 
Schemm and enlivens Gal 3 at a new level: acknowledging the 
baptismal identities of those who have come before us and those 
to whom we are currently opposed reminds us that the body of 
Christ, in every generation, argues with and misunderstands each 
other.66 It should come as no surprise that in barely 100 years after 
women in the United States were given the right to vote, and on the 
heels of changes that allow women to pursue education, work, and 
own property, gender still unsettles the church.67 There is nothing 
wrong with such disagreement in and of itself; on the contrary, 
it has been the de facto state of Christians during Paul’s life and 
throughout the ages as people grapple with how to relate Christ’s 

baptism to socio-political identities. Discernment of where such 
distinctions subvert the baptismal identities of believers takes time, 
and it takes the Christ-formed church’s wrestling together. The 
church currently stands squarely within this process as it grapples 
with gender, and we cannot forget that this process demands 
Christ-conformed accountability from all members, on this topic 
as well as with so many others.

On the one hand, complementarians are asked to lay down their 
arms, to step into the pain of their brothers and sisters who believe 
the gospel requires such movement, and to patiently weigh the 
arguments. They are also asked to query their assumptions of what 
justification is, to examine how their arguments separate baptism 
from ongoing ecclesial and public life, and to listen to others who 
believe they enshrine sinful patterns of power within the church. 
On the other hand, egalitarians are also asked to bear Christ. If, 
as many egalitarians argue should be the case, church offices are 
no longer a function of sex, they must be changed for the sake of 
forming community gathered around Christ to upend wrongful 
power structures.68 Doing so should follow Paul’s guidelines in Rom 
14: acknowledging that even where one believes brothers and sisters 
are sorely mistaken, glee over their stumbling should be set aside.69 
Finally, such change should also create a non-negotiable solidarity 
with others similarly oppressed in church and society so that the 
churches may read more deeply with an ever-widening circle. 

For all parties, Galatians reminds us that living out our 
baptismal identity is a contemporary mandate and has immediate 
relevance for how we carry out our debates, not only their content. 
Can evangelicalism live up to this task?
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KIRSTEN GUIDERO teaches humanities and 
theology in the John Wesley Honors College at Indiana 
Wesleyan University in Marion, Indiana. She holds an 
MA from Wheaton College and is completing a PhD 
in systematic theology from Marquette University. 
Kirsten is a candidate for ordination to the priesthood in the Episcopal 
Diocese of Milwaukee, Wisconsin.



28 • Priscilla PaPers  |  33/3  |  Summer 2019 cbeinternational.org

In this work of historical fiction, Paula Gooder presents an 
imaginative telling of the life and ministry of Phoebe. While 
Gooder does not offer an introduction to the book, she does 
provide helpful comments in the endnotes. She states that 
her purpose in writing this story is not simply to provide an 
entertaining novel, but also to inform readers of the reality 
behind the NT text (225). Gooder sparks the imagination of her 
audience by disclosing scholarly information concerning the 
Greco-Roman world through the medium of narrative. Stating 
that she does not necessarily expect her audience to agree with her 
depiction, Gooder hopes this work will nevertheless encourage 
readers to think carefully and critically about the world behind 
the NT (226).

Drawing on Rom 16:1–2, Gooder depicts Phoebe as 
both deacon and patron, acknowledging the controversy 
surrounding each of these terms in the endnotes. While the 
word typically translated “deacon” can also be understood as 
“servant,” Gooder maintains that Phoebe was indeed a leader 
in the church at Cenchreae: in the narrative, Phoebe compares 
herself to the deacons Stephen and Philip (209, 231). Gooder 
envisions Phoebe as serving the church both by ministering to 
widows and by proclaiming the gospel. Gooder also provides 
a discussion of Phoebe as a benefactor or patron, noting that 
scholars have often assumed that women could not be patrons 
in the way that men could, though recent evidence suggests 
otherwise (232). In keeping with this evidence, Gooder 
characterizes Phoebe as a freed slave who became a patron after 
relocating to Cenchreae (250).

Reflecting scholarly consensus, the author also presents 
Phoebe as Paul’s deliverer of his letter to the Roman Christians. She 
notes that this duty did not only consist of physically carrying the 
letter to Rome, but it certainly also meant representing the author 
and providing answers and explanations regarding the letter’s 
contents personally (19–21, 234). Interestingly, however, rather 
than having Phoebe present the letter herself, Phoebe hands it 
off to a scribe in the Roman church who reads the letter for the 
congregation (247). Though it is known that letter carriers often 
prepared and provided an oral performance themselves, Gooder 
does not give Phoebe the privilege of personally presenting this 
letter to the churches in Rome, which may surprise and even 
disappoint readers of Priscilla Papers.

Other key women who appear in this narrative include Prisca 
(i.e., Priscilla) and Junia. Gooder points out the irregularity of 
Prisca’s name appearing before Aquila’s when they are mentioned 
together in the NT, explaining that most consider this the result 
of either Prisca’s elevated social status or her prominence among 
Christians (246–47). In the narrative, Gooder allows each to 
remain a possibility (8). Likewise, Gooder makes Junia’s status as 
an apostle abundantly clear. At various points, Phoebe comments 

on Junia’s apostleship, mentioning that her “reputation as an 
apostle was well known even in Corinth” (38).

Concerning both Prisca and Junia, Gooder gives voice 
to debates about the appropriate ministries of women in the 
early church and in society. The character Herodion first raises 
objection regarding Junia. Junia enters the narrative just after 
she and Andronicus have been imprisoned for preaching and 
teaching in a temple (31). This episode draws consternation 
from Herodion, who seems to reluctantly accept the leadership 
of women in private church gatherings, but argues that women 
should remain in the privacy of their homes and cause no 
disturbances (33). Another character, Patrobas, picks up this 
argument, stating that, “in proper Roman society women stay 
quietly at home” and Christian women should do the same lest 
they threaten the respectability of Christianity (36, 178–79). Each 
time the public actions of Prisca and Junia are criticized, they 
do not openly debate their critics, but rather ignore them and 
continue acting as prominent leaders and preachers. Instead of 
verbally defending their positions of leadership, Junia and Prisca 
continue to demonstrate their effectiveness as ministers of the 
gospel through their actions.

While Gooder offers an imaginative perspective on these 
women and their role in the early church, certain aspects of her 
narrative are less appealing. For instance, the story she crafts 
for Phoebe, while conceivable, is rather melodramatic. Phoebe’s 
various experiences are certainly plausible (especially in the life 
of a slave), but Gooder has included such an extreme spectrum 
of trials in Phoebe’s story that it feels as though she is attempting 
to tell the story of every slave through a single character. Gooder 
attempts to build suspense by withholding information about 
Phoebe’s past, but does so with little subtlety, making the constant 
barrage of trials both wearisome and cliché. Furthermore, the 
characters Prisca and Junia are almost indistinguishable. There 
is often tension between them, but it generally arises out of the 
array of stereotypical “outspoken woman” traits that both possess; 
in this case, Gooder’s portrayal of strong female leaders falls just 
short of the mark.

While some readers may find aspects of this narrative lacking, 
Gooder vividly depicts the world of the early church and daily 
life in first-century Rome, especially for women within (and 
without) the church.

Book Review
Phoebe: A Story
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The Rev. Dr. Kevin Giles is a longstanding supporter of women in 
leadership. Over the course of more than forty years, he has written 
at least nine books on the topics of women, ministry, and the Trinity. 
Many of his books on women have been published in Australia 
(e.g., Women and Their Ministry [Dove Communications 1977], 
Created Woman [Acorn Press 1985], and Better Together [Acorn 
Press 2010]). Now he has written What the Bible Actually Teaches 
on Women with a North American publisher (Cascade Books). 
It has been endorsed by renowned church leaders throughout 
the world. It begins with an explicit critique of complementarian 
theology (chs. 1–3); continues with a defense of gender equality in 
Gen 1–3 (ch. 4), in the Gospels (ch. 5) and in Paul’s letters (chs. 6–7); 
and ends with the related topics of slavery and social justice (chs. 
8–9). After an annotated recommended reading list (231–35, for a 
fuller bibliography see 241–52), he includes the CBE International 
“Statement on Men, Women and Biblical Equality”1 (237–40), as 
well as subject, author, and Scripture indexes (253–63). His thesis is 
that “men and women have the same status, dignity, and leadership 
potential” in “the home, the church, and the world” (4–5). He sees 
no “middle ground” (5); the Bible teaches the “essential equality of 
the sexes” which is “the God-given ideal” (43, 67, 168, 223).

The word “actually” in the title suggests an implied subtitle: 
“Why complementarians are wrong in their view of women.” 
Giles establishes what the Bible actually teaches, not what 
complementarians allege the Bible teaches. The book is a critique of 
biblical arguments used in support of the permanent subordination 
of women; in other words, it critiques complementarian theology 
and methodology (xiii, 1, 12–20). That is Giles’s strength. He is up-
to-date in his data. His writing is bold, direct, clear, easy to read, 
accessible, and interesting. The key complementarian book on 
which he focuses is God’s Design for Man and Woman: A Biblical 
Theological Survey (Crossway 2014) by Andreas Köstenberger 
(NT scholar and longtime editor of the Journal of the Evangelical 
Theological Society) and his wife, Margaret Köstenberger (who has 
a doctorate focusing on Jesus and feminism) (10).

Giles considers himself a theologian more than an exegete or 
biblical theologian because he addresses the contemporary world 
(3–4, 11).2 He does so quite ably. Each chapter ends with questions 
for small group discussion, followed by up to three addendums 
which are more specific, yet quite important. Because Giles has 
served as a parish minister in the Anglican church in Australia 
for over forty years, his study shows his great passion: the health 
and wellbeing of the church today (xi). He seeks to speak to both 
the lay people and the academic scholars of the church.

It is hard to believe that, with so many excellent books on 
women and ministry, we need another one, but we do! At an 
introductory meeting of the female students where I teach, one 

student who had heard that I support women in church leadership 
said this was not what she had learned in her church, although 
she had no idea of the academic scholars who supported this 
view. Her view is that feminism is bad and egalitarian theology 
is feminism; therefore, egalitarian theology is bad. Giles might 
suggest she thought that, if she denied subordination of women, 
she would also deny differentiation of the sexes (223), which is not 
true. Similar to Gretchen Gaebelein Hull’s Equal to Serve in the 
1980s and Rebecca Merrill Groothuis’s Good News for Women in 
the 1990s, Giles responds directly to the hierarchists’ arguments 
of the current decade.

He offers suggestions for both logic (methodology) and 
content (theology). Regarding methodology, for instance, 
he suggests that readers should differentiate between fact 
and inference / interpretation / implication, prescription and 
description, rule and principle, or explicit and implicit (5, 16, 43, 
59, 75, 87, 117). The Bible has statements both of God’s permanent 
ideal (of the new Christian order) and of temporary cultural 
accommodation (in the old fallen order) (164–65). Equality is 
ideal and subordination is cultural (67). Therefore, the Bible 
at times presupposes the ancient cultural setting, which took 
slavery (ch. 8) and the subordination of women (chs. 6–7) for 
granted. Paul may have tolerated some cultural norms, but he 
subverted them with his teachings (95). Giles concludes that 
pro-slavery arguments, pro-apartheid theology, and pro-female-
subordination/complementarian defenses are parallel arguments 
and all have negative social and practical effects (201–4, 207). 
The consequences of one’s teachings need to be examined (212). 
For example, men who are prone to be controlling hear headship 
teaching as giving them the right to demand obedience (xiv, 29, 
211). Giles concurs that neither all whites who had slaves nor all 
whites who supported race separation were abusive, and now 
not all men who hold to male headship are necessarily abusive—
but the systems allow for abuse. All these systems—slavery 
and patriarchy—are bolstered when the powerful find proof 
texts to keep their power (33, 187, 200, 223–25): “We will never 
understand why the debate over the male-female relationship is 
such a divisive and emotional matter for evangelicals unless we 
recognize that at root it is a conflict over power—who exercises 
it and who is to submit” (224). That is an important insight! 
Vehement complementarians and egalitarians may actually 
worship different gods: a god who first and foremost represents 
power versus a God who represents love (1 John 4:8, 16).3 In 
this regard, Giles’s discussion of “role” is most pertinent. “Role” 
normally is a task or function or behavior that can change, but 
for today’s complementarians “role” has become “fixed power 
differences allocated on the basis of gender” (13, 49–50, 54, 119).

Book Review
What the Bible Actually Teaches on Women

by Kevin Giles (Cascade Books, 2018)
Reviewed by Aída Besançon Spencer
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Giles generally agrees with egalitarian consensus regarding 
interpretation of key biblical texts about the relationship of men 
and women. He also shows how the best of theologians, Catholic 
and Protestant, interpret key passages similarly (e.g., 43). He 
gives concise summaries (e.g., 1–9) as well as more extended 
explanations of his own views and his own history (e.g., 154–56). 
The only red flag I noted was his apparent bias against Reformed 
theologians. Once I started listing the pages that prompted my 
concern, the list went on and on (e.g., 91,4 101, 165, 180–87, 193–
95, 222, 228). Certainly, some Reformed theologians supported 
slavery, but some non-Reformed Baptist theologians and others 
did as well. Giles’s strong statements against Reformed thought 
are surprising since he also critiques some Southern Baptist 
preference for slavery and male headship. As a Reformed 
(Presbyterian) scholar myself, I found Giles at times unfair, 
especially since some Presbyterians were early supporters of 
women in ministry (e.g., the Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
ordained its first woman in 1889).

I concur with almost every biblical interpretation which Giles 
promotes. He often agrees with Philip Payne’s Man and Woman, 
One in Christ (Zondervan 2009), although Giles adds his own 
helpful insights. For instance, if Jesus is the end of animal sacrifices 
and priests, why is the argument that women were not OT priests 
pertinent in today’s new covenant discussions (69)?

At times he argues from the perspective that egalitarian 
theology makes sense in today’s egalitarian world (27–29, 168). 
That may be true in some cultures. However, the same argument 
could be used to support practicing homosexuality (which Giles 
would not affirm).

Although I am honored to be included in the celebrated 
list of renowned scholars who once were complementarian but 
have changed their minds (25), I was never complementarian or 
fundamentalist. I was reared in the Dominican Republic in a time 
and place when “fundamentalist” American Christianity was not 
known; there, simply being a Protestant Christian (as opposed to 
Roman Catholic) was radical in itself. When we moved to New 
Jersey, we attended a Presbyterian church that was evangelical 
and approved of female church leadership. I did not learn about 
those who interpret the Bible as supporting the subordination of 
women until college. (Nevertheless, I had never seen a woman 
preaching or giving communion until I was in seminary!)

These latter points are tangential. Returning to the main 
thrust of this review, Giles has boldly and clearly argued how the 
complementarian view on women and men is not biblical. What 
the Bible Actually Teaches on Women is a most helpful resource 
for those who want a critique of complementarian theology. I am 
sincerely thankful for his labors in this book as well his eagerness 
to travel and present his views around the world. I hope that this 
will not be his last book,5 but that he will continue writing for 
years to come!

Notes
1. In which both Giles and I are named as public endorsers.
2. “Exegesis has as its goal to give the historical meaning of texts in 

their literary context, and biblical theology has as its goal to give the 

historical meaning of what is said in the Bible or parts of the Bible in a 
holistic way. . . . Theology, in contrast, seeks to address the contemporary 
world of the theologian” (3–4).

3. See this illustrated in William David Spencer, “God of Power 
versus God of Love,” ch. 2 in The Global God: Multicultural Evangelical 
Views of God, ed. Aída Besançon Spencer and William David Spencer 
(Baker, 1998).

4. E.g., “Many Christians, especially evangelicals of Reformed 
persuasion” believe in “power over those they lead” (91, italics original).

5. “This is almost certainly my last book” (xi).
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Mission Statement
CBE exists to promote biblical justice and community by 
educating Christians that the Bible calls women and men 
to share authority equally in service and leadership in the 
home, church, and world.

Statement of Faith

•	 We believe in one God, creator and sustainer of the 
universe, eternally existing as three persons equal in 
power and glory. 

•	 We believe in the full deity and the full humanity of Jesus 
Christ. 

•	 We believe that eternal salvation and restored 
relationships are only possible through faith in Jesus 
Christ who died for us, rose from the dead, and is 
coming again. This salvation is offered to all people. 

•	 We believe the Holy Spirit equips us for service and 
sanctifies us from sin. 

•	 We believe the Bible is the inspired word of God, is 
reliable, and is the final authority for faith and practice. 

•	 We believe that women and men are equally created in 
God’s image and given equal authority and stewardship 
of God’s creation. 

•	 We believe that men and women are equally responsible 
for and distorted by sin, resulting in shattered 
relationships with God, self, and others.

Core Values

•	 Scripture is our authoritative guide for faith, life, and 
practice.

•	 Patriarchy (male dominance) is not a biblical ideal but 
a result of sin.

•	 Patriarchy is an abuse of power, taking from females 
what God has given them: their dignity, and freedom, 
their leadership, and often their very lives.

•	 While the Bible reflects patriarchal culture, the Bible 
does not teach patriarchy in human relationships. 

•	 Christ’s redemptive work frees all people from patriarchy, 

calling women and men to share authority equally in 
service and leadership.

•	 God’s design for relationships includes faithful marriage 
between a man and a woman, celibate singleness and 
mutual submission in Christian community.

•	 The unrestricted use of women’s gifts is integral to the 
work of the Holy Spirit and essential for the advancement 
of the gospel in the world. 

•	 Followers of Christ are to oppose injustice and patriarchal 
teachings and practices that marginalize and abuse 
females and males.

Envisioned Future

CBE envisions a future where all believers are freed to 
exercise their gifts for God’s glory and purposes, with the 
full support of their Christian communities.

CBE Membership
To celebrate 30 years of ministry, CBE is pleased to 
make available, for free, every Priscilla Papers article 
ever published. In addition, find the full archive of CBE’s 
magazine, Mutuality, and hundreds of book reviews and 
recordings of lectures given by world-renowned scholars 
like N.T. Wright, Gordon Fee, and more!

Find it all at www.cbeinternational.org.
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Spencer, William David Spencer, John Stackhouse, Todd 
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CBE International

CBE International (CBE) is a nonprofit organization of Christian men and women who believe that the Bible, properly 
interpreted, teaches the fundamental equality of men and women of all ethnic groups, all economic classes, and all 
age groups, based on the teachings of Scriptures such as Galatians 3:28.
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