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Family is very precious to me. Those of
you who have read our book Joy through
the Night will know that my family was
profoundly aftected by the death of my sis-
ter in a drowning accident at a public pool
on a playground field trip. Two years later,
my father was critically injured in a work
accident. Self-employed, he was plunged
into financial difficulties. This was in the
19508, when fewer cultural nets were in

place in the United States to catch such victims of catastrophe.
Through this all, my parents tried valiantly to hold our dwindling
family together.

Years later, after my father had died, my mother, in the
early stages of Alzheimer’s, was overcome by hypothermia. At
the hospital, a doctor attempted to ascertain whether she was
well enough to be released. Stepping out in the hall to keep her
from being distracted, we heard him ask: “How many children
do you have?”

“Three;” said my mother confidently.

This was a Chestertonian moment. My wife, Aida, and I
stared at each other in what would have been described in former
times as “wild surmise” “Three?” I mouthed silently at her and
shrugged quizzically, as she raised her eyebrows.

“What are their names?” asked the doctor.

“Carol, Billy, and Bob,” said my mom. Carol was my sister’s
name. I was “Billy” But, who on earth was Bob?

When we finally went into the room, I asked casually, “Who
is Bob, Mom?”

“I don’t know;” said my mom.

“You told the doctor you had three children. Carol, Billy, and
Bob. Who is Bob?”

“He’s my other son,” she said simply, and that was all she
could explain. Later on, she managed to reveal who Bob was. My
mother had had a few miscarriages, but I remember a pregnancy
several years after Carol died, when I was still somewhat young,
when my parents prepared me to receive a little brother. I was all
excited by the prospect, but the child never came home. Later
on, I figured out he was stillborn. Though my mother and I were
very close and she shared many secrets with me, her sole sur-
viving child, this was the first mention of him since his death at
birth. I never knew my mother had named him. She had locked
this information away in her heart and only incipient Alzheimer’s
finally loosened the guard of her self-protecting will and allowed
his name to emerge in full family memory. Though he did not
survive his journey into our world, this child was precious to my

Editor’s Rzy‘ledﬁom &

mother. He had had a name and, thirty years after his death, she
still remembered him and counted him among her children.

In an even more profound way, we are precious to God. Hu-
manity has been created by the God Who Is In Relationship for
relationship. One of the most profound expressions of that fact
is the family, built, by God’s direction, on the holy institution of
marriage, wherein we learn to love another, so that we can learn
to love the Wholly Other: our blessed Creator.

This issue of Priscilla Papers explores a variety of aspects of mar-
riage, with a respectful salute to the vocation of singleness as well.

The delightful picture on the cover is of John Lommel, aca-
demic vice president of Alaska Christian College and author
of our book review on Laceye Warner’s Saving Women. John is
holding his daughter, Lydia, and the delight he expresses reflects
the delight that our heavenly Parent holds for each of us be-
loved children. Mom Kristen Lommel took the picture. Since the
watchword among theologians is that all good theology begins
with God and the creation, I supply a reflection on the “teaching
tool” of the image of God in which our Creator fashioned us to
start our issue out. Talbot School of Theology’s Ronald Pierce,
who helped us listen to the “feminine voice of God” in our Win-
ter 2007 issue, returns to analyze Paul’s insights, both inspired
and personal, and Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary’s S.
Steve Kang shows us how mutual submission should even be the
goal of our childrearing. Author and teacher Beulah Wood, bas-
ing her insights on her many years of experience ministering in
South Asian cultures, widens our perspective to examine the in-
terplay of traditional and Christian conceptions of marriage that
Christians encounter across the globe. Finally, CBE founding
member Roger Nicole contemplates the “splendor of marriage,”
drawing on his many years of Bible study and the blessing of his
own long-term marriage. Poet Julie Amos provides a brief but
provocative poem, and Gordon-Conwell Academic Dean Alice
Mathews joins John, as noted earlier, bringing the issue to a close
with two perceptive book reviews.

As John and Kristen love and delight in little Lydia, so does
God love us and want to delight in us. No greater expression of
that love has God given to us than our capacity to have holy and
caring relationships with one another in the body of Jesus Christ
that we call the church. Let us strive to reflect God’s holy love in
our homes, in our churches, and in our witness to the world as
we hold singleness and marriage in sanctity and fidelity to God
and to one another.

TR

appears in print in Priscilla Papers.
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Marriage and Singleness as Teaching Tools of the Image of God

‘WIiLLIAM DAVID SPENCER

I have often told my parishioners the biblical truth that we live
in God’s schoolhouse. The world God created for us is a visual
lesson of God’s existence and God’s watch-care over us. As one
example, we are enveloped in a protective placenta of water vapor
that shields us from the sun and filters its power down to a dif-
fused treatment of rays that warm us; nourish us with vitamin D;
dry the ground so we can travel and build our homes on it; grow
the trees that replace our oxygen, the plants that supply our food,
and the animals that serve us in a variety of ways; provide light by
which we can conduct business; and, in short, make living pos-
sible. The complex interweaving of such conditions testifies to an
intelligent Creator who has intentionally fashioned and shaped
our environment so that “the heavens are relating the glory (or
majesty) of God' and the sky is announcing the production of
his hands” (Ps. 19:1, v. 2 in the Hebrew Bible). In fact, there is a
message that pours out through all the earth, according to Psalm
19:1-4, that is not audible and yet is an informative declaration of
knowledge imparted by the very interwoven fabric of life itself.

A message of mutuality has been implanted in our
relational nature

Arch Davis is a dear friend of mine who, in the 1990s through
his organization Davis Systems, Inc., built supercomputers for a
variety of institutions from the national laboratory at Los Alamos
to the research centers of Princeton University. Arch was once
invited to hear the late great pioneer on the investigation of the
cosmic phenomenon called the black hole, John Wheeler, reflect
on the structures of life. According to Prof. Wheeler, our earth is
supported by no “turtles,” as in ancient myths, and by no immu-
table laws. Instead, when one peers down below the atoms, down
below the quarks and whatever lies beneath them to the very
bottom of the building blocks of existence, one finds a founda-
tion of information that determines how everything in our world
works. This underlying information, for example, dictates within
our bodies how our cells replicate each other so that our eyes,
kidneys, blood, and hair continue to produce themselves and we
maintain a stasis within our kinetic development.” I believe this
discovery sheds a whole new light on the Genesis 1/John 1 image
of the “word” Genesis 1 tells us repeatedly God speaks and cre-
ation comes about. John 1:1 identifies that creative “Word” of God
as a person of the Godhead who then incarnates and enters into
creation to recreate it spiritually. No more profound an explana-
tion of the lesson of God’s schoolhouse can be drawn for us.

But, I realize, there is an even deeper level within each of us
at which the pedagogical intention of God operates. We are each
ourselves a living classroom within the great terrestrial school.
Psalm 8’s verses 3 and 4 reveal that connection as they link up
these sources of information with a question.> When we consider
the entire macrocosmic environment that God has fashioned—
the planets, the suns—and then examine the microcosmic reality
of our own being, do we not learn a new set of lessons: the signifi-

cance of the place God has given humanity in the world, the gift of
glory and honor God has endowed upon all of us, the responsibil-
ity of the task of stewarding the earth and all the life forms that
share it with us, which God has charged us to do in mutually sub-
missive harmony across the genders and the people groups, and,
through all of that, the immeasurable love that God has for us?

As we explore the nature of our God-ordained rule, we realize
that it is communal. Genesis 1:26—27 quotes God as saying literal-
ly: “Let us [and we should notice here the language’s reference to
the plural nature of the One God] make Adam [that is, humanity,
in a collective singular designation] in our [plural] tselem [that
is, image or likeness, a word used for an idol or a representation],
after our demuth [resemblance or model, or, again, image or like-
ness] and let them rule [notice the language has moved to the
plural pronoun for people, which is how we know this reference
is not just to men, but to both men and women to rule together,
describing both humanity’s collective plurality but also the in-
dividuality of each human, reflecting the somehow plural but
united God who created us individually but collectively]” And
then, verse 27 explains: “And God [the plural word ’Elohim®*] cre-
ated Adam [the singular word] in his [singular] likeness, God
[plural] created him [singular], male and female, he [singular]
created them [plural]” No greater statement of mutual coopera-
tion within the Trinity reflected in humanity could be expressed.
Clearly, the Great Triune God commanded the full humanity—
male and female (them)—to rule and steward the earth, women
and men receiving the command equally together. And, after our
first parents left the protected garden in Eden behind, dropping
out of God’s kindergarten, and the malignant fallen world now
provided the rest of humanity’s education, humans discovered
even more instructive aspects had been built into our bodies and
into our nature as beings who relate with one another. One such
divine tool was our creation in the image of God.

Both singleness and marriage tell us about God

Since these words in Genesis were revealed, scholars have puz-
zled over the meaning of the image of God being the pattern for
humanity. What does it mean that God has formed us in God’s
image, after God’s likeness? What does it mean for us to bear the
image of God?

Theologians over the centuries have speculated about the
many possibilities for the meaning of the

WILLIAM DAVID SPENCER, the editor of Priscilla
Papers, is co-author of the new book Marriage
at the Crossroads: Couples in Conversation about
Discipleship, Gender Roles, Decision Making and
Intimacy (IVP, 2009), which explores what is com-
mon and unique among the egalitarian and soft

complementarian perspectives of Christian mar-
riage. He co-pastors Pilgrim Church in Beverly, Mass., and teaches
theology for Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in Boston.
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“image” and “likeness” of God, and a wide variety of options
have been put forth. Among them have been: humanity’s essen-
tial power to reason, free will, original righteousness, the original
state of purity, a unifying factor in human personality, the ability
to rule and subdue the earth (which reflects how God rules and
subdues the universe), moral responsibility, intelligence and hu-
manity’s innate knowledge of God, the talent to sub-create, the

is the singular form], our God[s] [both the plural possessive for
Israel and the plural form for God are here], the Lord [the singular
form] is one” (Deut. 6:4). The similar Hebrew words for “one” and
for “unified” are in play here, so that we read, the God who is both
singular and plural in nature is both one and unified.”

In this light, when we cease being single in identity and unite
with someone who represents the other half of humanity in mar-

blessing of rational, moral, spiritual

fellowship with the Creator and one But God in God's infinite mercy has given us one
another to learn to love so that we can learn to

another (that is the ability to have a
relationship with God, or simply our

love the Entirely Other: God (1 John 4:20-21).

riage, so that our two beings become
what Genesis 2:24 calls “one flesh,” a
new third being is created in God’s
eyes. This new reality in God’s sight,

relational aspect), and on and on.

For myself, I believe the answer is embedded in the language
of Genesis 1:26-27, that the unity/plurality of the Godhead is re-
flected in the singularity/plurality of humanity. In other words,
humanity mirrors corporeally a spiritual unity/plurality in God,
what we recognize as the triune nature of the One God.

We recall that God is spiritual, not material. Deuteronomy
4:15-16 warns that God is not to be depicted by means of any
idol, either male or female, since God has no shape. God is spirit
and not gendered, and is at the same time the source of what
translates in humans as male and female. Sexual attraction draws
each gender to the other, and women and men express our unity
in the one-flesh sexual union of marriage and all the dimensions
inherent in that union, as Genesis 2:24 declares. But, God—as is
true of the heavenly beings God has also created, as Jesus taught
in Matthew 22:30 and Luke 20:34-36—does not marry, nor is
God given in marriage. The true God differs from the gods the
Greeks and Romans imagined in their pantheons, who were of-
ten simply deified humans. That God is not sexual is the lesson
God kept trying to teach the hapless Israelites who continually
attempted to marry God off to the Canaanite goddess Athtarath.
Sex is a material attribute that belongs to humans, animals, and
plants in our material world. We reproduce after our kind; the
already complete and eternal God does not. The incarnation of
the Second Person of the Trinity was a special and unique act, as
John 3:16 notes, wherein a person of the Godhead took on human
flesh (see Phil. 2:7) for the purpose of atoning for humanity’s sins.
This salvific act in no way suggests that God is a male deity who,
with a spirit wife, is busy populating heaven with infant gods and
goddesses, as some of the cults suggest.

Instead, our ability to relate to one another sexually is actually
intended by God to be a didactic tool built into our very beings
that reflects and describes corporeally a spiritual truth about the
mutually loving nature of our triune Creator. For example, we are
born single beings, reflecting the fact that we worship one God, not
three gods. This is one reason why we honor and treasure single
Christians who sense a call to singleness. We should never consider
them incomplete, because they reflect a truth about the One God
we worship. We see that truth stated in the first great “I believe”
that God commanded the church to affirm. When God called Isra-
el out of Egypt, God gathered the people together after forty years
of wandering. This was in the wilderness beyond the Jordan, and
there God commanded Israel, literally: “Hear, Israel, the Lord [that
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again, is a teaching tool through
which God intends to instruct us about the mutual love in the
Trinity that God wants reflected within humanity. “Those whom
God has joined together;” we declare in a Christian wedding ser-
vice, “let no one separate”® One who drives a wedge between the
two halves of a marriage becomes in God’s eyes a murderer who
has killed this third whole entity, the new living being recognized
by God as the union of wife and husband: the one-flesh creature
born when a man and woman wed. Therefore, when we are con-
sidering marriage, we are contemplating something of deep and
eternal significance to God and to humanity too.

What we are discussing is nothing less than a revelation of
God’s nature woven into our very beings and our relationships
with one another. In short, we ourselves are breathing and walk-
ing teaching tools fashioned by God to instruct ourselves and
others in a lesson about the perfect love and harmony of mutual
cooperation within the Trinity.

Chastity in singleness, faithfulness in marriage

Thus, when The Book of Common Worship proclaims, “We rejoice
that marriage is given by God, blessed by our Lord Jesus Christ,
and sustained by the Holy Spirit,” and declares, “Therefore, let
marriage be held in honor by all,” since God “gave us marriage
for the full expression of the love between a man and a woman,”
wherein “a woman and a man belong to each other, and with af-
fection and tenderness freely give themselves to each other,” as no
less than “a holy mystery in which a man and a woman are joined
together, and become one, just as Christ is one with the church”
“for the well-being of human society, for the ordering of family
life, and for the birth and nurture of children,”” we understand
how seriously God takes this “gift.” It is theophanic, which is to
say it reveals a profound truth about the love of God—the love
within the Godhead. We glimpse a dimension of this divine love
in Jesus’ prayer to his heavenly Father in John 17.* Verse 23 shows
us that the love in the Trinity is so great that it spills over from the
Godhead and pours into humanity. This is something we have
noticed reflected in the best of godly marriages. A home with a
strong and loving marriage commitment becomes a beacon of
light that attracts others and helps light their lives with a search-
and-rescue type hospitality that supererogates acts of kindness
already flowing within the home over to others in ways that are
tangible, for example, providing meals and financial assistance.
Further, such a marriage also becomes a healing center, where



people come for peer counseling and try to take the model of
wholeness of that familial love back to reshape and heal their own
fragmented families.’

Love, of course, we realize, is perfected within God, but im-
perfect within us, for we are only frail creatures who struggle to
survive within a fallen world of pain, sorrow, disappointment,
and death. But God in God’s infinite mercy has given us one an-
other to learn to love so that we can learn to love the Entirely
Other: God (1 John 4:20-21).

To help us do that, God came to us in the great atoner for our
wrongdoings, Jesus Christ (1 John 4:10). As the traditional mar-
riage service of The Book of Common Worship reminds us,

Our Saviour . . . has instructed those who enter into this rela-
tion to cherish a mutual esteem and love; to bear with each oth-
er’s infirmities and weaknesses; to comfort each other in sick-
ness, trouble, and sorrow; in honesty and industry to provide
for each other, and for their household, in temporal things; to
pray for and encourage each other in the things which pertain
to God; and to live together as the heirs of the grace of life.*°

A marriage of mutual submission between spouses is one of the
greatest illustrations God has placed within our world to proclaim
the harmony of mutual submission in the Godhead that models the
kind of cooperative relationships that humanity should emulate.

Let all of us remember, therefore, that all human life is in-
deed sacred: that we daily live out a lesson to ourselves and others
about the One But Three who created us. Let us live, then, either
in the calling of singleness or marriage in holy ways that praise
God and show our gratitude and the honor in which we hold
God to the watching world. We can do that if we ask the Holy
Spirit to keep us continually aware in our conscious minds that
devotion to God through singleness is a high and holy estate and
that marriage is God-instituted and honored. We can live holy
and God-exalting lives if we ask God for the gift of sight: to see
ourselves as our Creator intended us to be, teachers to ourselves
and to others by virtue of our very being—created as single peo-
ple who are intended to be communal in nature. God has created
us to edify one another through our lives and our actions, and we
should strive to do so.

In this light, the ideal expressed for marriage can be gener-
alized and become characteristic of all Christian relationships
within the church of Jesus Christ: that we learn from God through

each other “to live together as the heirs of the grace of life.”!*

Notes

1. ’El the word is singular, which is a fact that will become more sig-
nificant as this article progresses. All translations of the Bible’s Hebrew
and Greek texts are by the author.

2. Arch C. Davis, “Jesus Christ as Creator” (lecture, Gordon-Con-
well Theological Seminary, Boston Center for Urban Ministerial Educa-
tion [CUME], Boston, Mass., November 2000).

3. Psalm 8:5 in the Hebrew Bible (v. 4 in our translations) asks lit-
erally: “What is enosh, that is, humanity or a human being, that you
remember (or pay attention to) people? And a son of Adam (or a hu-
man child) that you visit (or care for, or inspect, or punish, or entrust,
or number [pagad]) him?” In other words: Who are human beings that

you, the Almighty God, even notice us among all the vast worlds you
have created—that you continue your interest in us and care enough
about us that you punish us and entrust us with your work?

4. Although alefis actually the first letter in the plural name for God,
it is represented by an apostrophe in English, so I decided to adopt the
convention of capitalizing the second letter to indicate more clearly that
this is a name.

5. Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, ed. E. Kautzsch and A. E. Cowley
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), 124, g (398-99), considers the
use of the plural in "Elohim as an “abstract plural” (like poetic intensifica-
tion), not polytheistic in origin—not implying several gods making up
the Godhead, but as “Godhead” is used in English, as “the Most High”
or as “the Most Holy” The main concern here is not to posit three or
more gods in the Godhead. Instead, the plural form is obvious, and a
reason for expressing God in this plurality obviously exists, but it is not
describing separate beings within the Godhead. The overriding quality
of God is oneness—One God. This is why we understand God is be-
ing revealed as having three faces (as the Greek word used to describe
“persons,” prosopon, reveals), or personalities, or persons comprising
the One God. This plurality yet singleness or union within the Godhead
runs all through the Bible from the very start onwards. God is revealed
as One but Three.

6. The Theology and Worship Ministry Unit, Book of Common Wor-
ship: Pastoral Edition (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/John Knox, 1993), 122.

7. Book of Common Worship: Pastoral Edition, 112-13. Those who
would like to read more of my thoughts on the practical application of
the model of the love within the Trinity to the Christian family, please
consult our new book: William and Aida Spencer, Steve and Celestia
Tracy, Marriage at the Crossroads: Couples in Conversation about Dis-
cipleship, Gender Roles, Decision-Making, and Intimacy (Downers Grove,
IIl.: IVP Academic, 2009). For an excellent study of the love within the
Trinity, please see Royce Gordon Gruenler, The Trinity in the Gospel of
John (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2004).

8. For the Jews, God as “Father” was not a sexual designation as for
the Canaanites for Baal or the Greeks for Zeus. The title signified the
Creator and the One from whom Israel received its inheritance.

9. Book of Common Worship: Pastoral Edition, 112-13.

10. Park Hays Miller, ed., The Book of Common Worship (Philadel-
phia, Pa.: The Board of Christian Education of the Presbyterian Church
in the United States of America, 1946), 183.

11. Miller, The Book of Common Worship, 183. This phrase, of course,
is drawn from 1 Pet. 3:7.
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First Corinthians 7: Paul’s Neglected Treatise on Gender

RoNALD W. PIERCE

Introduction

One searches in vain for a focused study of 1 Corinthians 7:1-40
by an evangelical addressing Paul’s extensive call for mutuality
in marriage and singleness as it relates to the contemporary gen-
der debate.! Instead, individual sections of this passage are refer-
enced on occasion by both sides, usually in isolation from their
larger context, and generally as peripheral to the debate.?

Evangelicals have wrongly neglected this text on many counts.
First, Paul’s words here are three times longer than any gender
passage in his other letters—in fact, slightly longer than all of his
other comments on the subject taken together.> Second, he ad-
dresses no less than twelve related, yet distinct, issues regarding
marriage and singleness—again, more than in any other text.*
Third, his rhetoric is explicitly, consistently, and intentionally
gender inclusive—while at the same time reflecting a carefully
balanced sense of mutuality.’ Fourth, written about the time of
Galatians (A.D. 49-55), 1 Corinthians 7 applies to marriage Paul’s
declaration that race, class, and gender are irrelevant for both
status in Christ (Gal. 3:28) and relationships in the church com-
munity (Gal. 3:3; 5:1, 7, 16, 25).

Thus, 1 Corinthians 7 should be considered a point of reference
for later gender texts (1 Cor. 11, 14, Eph. 5, Col. 3,1 Pet. 3,1 Tim. 3,
Titus 2) as a more comprehensive statement against which these
should be interpreted. It is a collection of “seed ideas™® leading to
Paul’s larger theology of gender. Though this chapter should not
be used to nullify or diminish the clear teachings of other texts, it
must be afforded its own voice in the evangelical dialogue.

Paul’s twelve principles of mutuality

In response to an earlier letter from the Corinthian church, Paul
writes to confront a distorted view of spirituality, marriage, and
the end of the age.” He advises his readers to remain as they were
when called to Christ, because being single or married is irrele-
vant for personal spirituality and devotion to ministry.® But, Paul
also appends to this advice twelve marriage-related principles for
practical living,” by which it becomes clear that the occasion of
his remarks is not fully the same as his purpose.

More specifically, it is Paul’s way of framing these twelve prin-
ciples that catches the eye of the careful reader. Here, he does not
address men as “heads” of the Roman household (as he does in
1 Cor. 11:3 and Eph. 5:23). Nor does he only refer to believers in
the generic masculine (e.g., 1 Cor. 7:24, 29,
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and many other instances)—though both were common conven-
tions of his day. Instead, his rhetoric is at the same time gender-
specific and gender-inclusive. Such an emphasis on mutuality is
striking given the general assumptions toward patriarchy in both
the Greco-Roman and Jewish traditions at that time.

1. Fidelity in marriage

... each man should have sexual relations with his own wife
and each woman with her own husband. (7:2b)*°

Although sexual immorality is the stated occasion for Paul’s first
principle, he says more than is necessary to address this concern.
With explicit and precisely mirrored language, he addresses the
husband and wife individually. Though he later addresses male
overseers alone regarding this matter (1 Tim. 3:2), his commitment
to mutual fidelity in marriage remains the comprehensive principle.

By calling each man to be faithful to his own wife and each
woman to her own husband, Paul condemns in principle a wide
range of “unsanctioned sexual intercourse;”'! such as fornica-
tion, adultery, homosexuality—and, by extension, polygamy.'?
Though men have more commonly perpetuated such behaviors
throughout human history, Paul remains committed here to ad-
dressing men and women in a mutual way.

2. Spousal rights

The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and
likewise the wife to her husband. (7:3)

Paul’s concern with sexual immorality continues as he calls be-
lievers to offer to their spouses what is rightfully theirs: regular
and voluntary sexual intimacy. They are to give generously, not
depriving each other. The longer statement addresses the hus-
band first,'*> then comes a shorter statement to the wife—but the
inclusive, compound conjunction “and likewise also” makes it
clear that the same obligation evenhandedly applies to both.
More importantly, the main verb is literally “to give up or
yield” Regarding the most intimate rights in marriage, the em-
phasis is not on exercising or asserting those rights. In this case,
the husband—the one with greater power and status—is called
upon first to yield by giving what rightfully belongs to his wife.
Then, to be complete, the wife is told the same obligation applies
to her. Such mutuality regarding “marriage rights” is remarkable
in a predominantly patriarchal world. And, by extension, it seems
reasonable to apply this principle to other aspects of marriage.

3. Yielding authority

The wife does not have authority over her own body but yields
it to her husband. In the same way, the husband does not have
authority over his own body but yields it to his wife. (7:4)

Much debate has occurred in the last few decades regarding the
notion of male authority over women in the society, church,



and home'*—even including a proposed model of permanent
“authority/subordination” within the Trinity that human “male
authority” supposedly is meant to reflect.'® In this context, it is
imperative to realize that 1 Corinthians 7:4 is the only biblical text
that clearly and explicitly addresses the question of authority in
marriage—and here it is clearly mutual.'® Paul first balances per-
sonal rights with a model of giving what is due the recipient: sex-
ual intimacy (v. 3). Then, he broadens this call to include the prin-
ciple of yielding the presumed “authority” of “marriage partner”
rather than exercising it (v. 4). Like his call for fidelity in verse 2,
the dual commands here are set in explicitly mirrored language.
By doing so, Paul goes out of his way to be gender inclusive.

The uniqueness, content, and tone of this verse make it more
important in the gender debate than most have been inclined to
acknowledge. Paul’s point is that neither spouse should claim au-
thority over his or her own body. Instead, each should yield that
authority to the other. This is the way of servanthood modeled by
Jesus, who enjoys equal power and authority within the Triune
Godhead, yet chooses the path of sacrificial service (Matt. 23:8—-
12, Phil. 2:5-8). In the same way, Paul calls for mutual yielding of
authority among human beings—especially Christian marriage
partners. One might say that he stands the traditional notion of
male headship on its head (as he is inclined to do elsewhere; cf.
1 Cor. 11 and Eph. 5). Just as Jesus chooses to yield his rights, so
both men and women should do the same.

Such a radical call to yield authority in marital intimacy
should serve as a paradigm for yielding authority in other areas
of marriage. In fact, the very notion of a husband exercising au-
thority over his wife runs counter to the force of this statement.
But, many still reject this idea based on two texts where the meta-
phorical use of “head” (kephalé) appears regarding husbands.

First, Paul uses the same noun for authority (exousia) in 1 Cor-
inthians 11:10, where he declares, “a woman ought to have author-
ity over her own head” while praying or prophesying. However,
it is not clear there whether he is referring to the abstract idea of
authority (the woman choosing how she might cover her head) or
a tangible symbol of authority (some kind of head covering). Nor
is it clear whether the woman’s authority should be over her literal
head (topmost part of her body) or over her figurative head (her
husband, who is called her “head” in 11:2). In addition, the term
translated “head” can denote “authority over,” but also can carry
the ideas of “topmost, preeminence, point of origin, or source of
provision”'” In contrast to this maze of interpretive difficulties,
the command to yield authority over one’s body in 1 Corinthians
7:4 is relatively simple and straightforward. Such clarity should
help us to avoid the mistake of reading the unbiblical notion of
the husband’s authority over his wife into other texts.

Second, though he does not explicitly mention “authority” in
Ephesians 5, Paul tells the wife to “submit herself” to her husband
(who was culturally the “head” of the Roman household) as part
of his principle of “submitting to one another” in the church (Eph.
5:21-22, 24). Though “headship” in the head/body metaphor can
connote “authority over” or “source of provision” in the larger
context of Ephesians (1:20-23, 4:15-16),"® Paul only reinforces the

idea of “source of provision” for husbands to wives. Moreover,
he calls husbands to sacrifice lovingly for their wives as Christ
did for the church (5:25-30)—again, standing “headship” on its
“head”"” Though head of his wife, the husband is commanded to
love her, not to exercise authority over her.

In the end, 1 Corinthians 7:4 remains the only clear and explic-
it statement in Scripture about authority within marriage—and
here both husband and wife are called to yield it to the other in
the deeply personal context of marital intimacy. Again, as Paul’s
earliest statement about marriage relations, this text should serve
as a reference point for later texts—not to nullify those that are
equally clear, but to help clarify those that are not.

4. Consent for abstinence

Do not deprive each other except perhaps by mutual consent
and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer;
but then come together again. . . . (7:5)

On occasion, personal devotion to extended times of fasting,
study, and prayer can interfere with marital intimacy. When this
happens, Paul insists that mutual consent be reached first with
one’s spouse. Though his “one another” language®® here is more
concise than before, he once again emphasizes mutual yielding
rather than the notion that either spouse should presume a lead-
ership role. This undermines the dysfunctional behavior in many
patriarchal marriages where the husband exercises authority
over his wife who counters with more subtle forms of control like
withholding sexual intimacy.

Taken together, 1 Corinthians 7:3-5 presents mutual partner-
ship as a model for marriage relationships—one that includes,
among other things, mutual consent in processing marital deci-
sions. At the same time, it militates against the longstanding and
culturally endorsed notion that Paul’s call for the wife to submit
to her husband in Ephesians 5:22-24 somehow may be translat-
ed into the privilege or responsibility for a husband to exercise
authority as head over his wife.* Whereas Paul clearly calls for
voluntary and mutual submission in marriage—including that of
the wife—he nowhere instructs a husband to exercise authority
over his wife, however benevolent.*

5. Loss of a spouse through death

Now to the widowers®® and the widows I say: It is good for
them to stay unmarried, as I do.>* But if they cannot control
themselves, they should marry. . .. (7:8-9)

The terms for “widowed” men and women differ slightly, yet are
virtually synonymous in this context—implying that the same
principle of “remain as you were when called” applies to both.
At the same time, the variance reveals a contrast in the persis-
tent cultural reality for men and women who have lost spouses
to death. The change for women has generally been much more
dramatic throughout history, while that for men has been rela-
tively minimal. However, though Paul certainly recognizes these
differences, his advice is the same to both regardless of gender.
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6. Initiating divorce with a believer

A wife must not separate from her husband. But if she does,
she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her hus-
band. And a husband must not divorce his wife. (7:10b-11)

Here, the wife is addressed first, more extensively, and with slightly
different language. She should not “sep-

her believing husband. Otherwise your children would be
unclean, but as it is, they are holy.*® (7:14)

It falls outside the scope of this article to speculate on all that
Paul means by the “sanctification” of spouses and children.* At
the very least, an unbelieving spouse remaining with a believer
sets himself or herself aside (along with their children) for holy

arate from” her husband, whereas he is
not to “send away or divorce” his wife.
Yet again, the variance may reflect the
reality of Paul’s day: A man usually had
greater power to bring about a divorce

ne last time, Paul addresses women
Oshoulder to shoulder alongside men,
making it clear that either may choose
devotion to ministry instead of marriage.

purposes. That is to say, they remain
under the sanctifying influence of the
believing spouse—regardless of gender.
Moreover, it is clear that to whatever ex-
tent one can be sanctified through one’s

than a woman. But, the difference is not

substantive, as evidenced by Paul’s inclusive use of the stronger
term for divorce for both marriage partners in verses 12-13. In the
end, the actions he prohibits, left unchecked with either spouse,
could lead to the dissolution of her or his marriage.

In addition, Paul tells the wife that, if she leaves her husband,
she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled. Yet, given the
larger context of this chapter, the wife’s call to reconciliation
should be understood to apply equally to the husband. Though
Paul’s reason for addressing the wife first and more extensively is
not clear, it continues to serve his apparent interests in construct-
ing a balanced theology of gender. By doing so, Paul empowers
the woman in the relationship as she is called to exercise her
will in the matter. In contrast, there is no greater responsibility
or burden directed to the man. Instead, in the most stressful of
times, wives and husbands must share together the challenge of
staying together.

7. Initiating divorce with an unbeliever

If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is will-
ing to live with him, he must not divorce her. And if a woman
has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live
with her, she must not divorce him. (7:12-13)

Paul continues his emphasis on mutuality in sustaining and nur-
turinga marriage, though hereheaddresses the problem of existing
marriages with unbelievers. Once again, his language of “brother”
versus “woman/wife” varies slightly, yet the difference remains
insignificant, as the woman being addressed is clearly a sister
in Christ.

Scripture makes it clear that God opposes a believer marry-
ing outside of the faith,*® as well as initiating divorce with one’s
spouse (1 Cor. 7:10-13)**—though the latter is permitted in ex-
treme circumstances.”” With this larger backdrop in mind, Paul
calls the believing spouse (husband or wife) to extend grace to the
one who does not yet believe. Again, the decision is not presented
as the primary responsibility of the husband, but that of the be-
liever. This is similar to Paul’s principle that spiritually mature
believers are to help restore those who have sinned (Gal. 6:1).

8. Sanctification of an unbelieving spouse

For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through his
wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified through
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spouse, such sanctification is mutual.

Further, this text must be allowed to inform our interpreta-
tion of Paul’s instructions to husbands to love their wives “just
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make
her holy . . ” (Eph. 5:25-27). Paul seems to imply that husbands
can have a sanctifying influence on their wives. However, such
gender-specific language should not be read as gender exclu-
sive.’® On the contrary, 1 Corinthians 7:14 makes it clear with
explicit, gender-inclusive language that spiritual benefit to an un-
believing spouse can come from the wife to the husband as well.
Keeping both texts in conversation can bring greater clarity to
this aspect of the gender debate.

9. Responsibility when an unbelieving spouse leaves

But if the unbeliever leaves, let it be so. The brother or sister
is not bound in such circumstances; God has called us to live
in peace. (7:15)

Paul’s admonitions above regarding separation and divorce are
now softened to words of grace as he addresses believing spous-
es in mixed marriages as “brothers” and “sisters” Such gender-
inclusive language also clarifies the broader range of meaning in
the generic masculine “unbeliever” at the beginning of the verse.

Each of the eight principles discussed above has reflected the
idea of mutual responsibility of a spouse to his or her partner,
whereas this verse makes it clear that neither is responsible for
the other. When an unbeliever chooses to leave, believers who
have tried their best to keep the marriage together are under no
further obligation, for “God has called us to live in peace” This
could mean the peace to remain within a mixed marriage*®* or the
peace to let go of the relationship.?? The context seems to suggest
the latter.*®

10. Salvation of an unbelieving spouse

How do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband?
Or, how do you know, husband, whether you will save your
wife? (7:16)

Keeping in mind the principle of “responsible to, but not for,
Paul asks a rhetorical question with the same perfectly mirrored
language of mutuality employed at the beginning of this chapter.
In this way, he explores the possibility that the marital commit-
ment of a believer (male or female) to an unbeliever might lead
to that person’s salvation.



Surely, the spiritual benefit one human being can give to
another can only go so far. It certainly falls short of Christ’s ef-
fective benefit to save and sanctify the church. Yet, this passage
suggests that we can partner with Christ as we aid unbelievers
in the salvation and sanctification processes. But, at the same
time, Paul makes it clear that neither of these potential benefits
is limited to a husband or wife based on gender. On the contrary,
with his consistent and explicitly inclusive language, Paul insists
that these are mutually beneficial influences that either Christian
spouse may have toward a partner who does not yet believe.

11. Change of status

Because of the present crisis, I think that it is good for a man
to remain as he is. Are you pledged to a woman? Do not seek
to be released. Are you free from such a commitment? Do not
look for a wife. But if you do marry, you have not sinned; and
if a virgin marries, she has not sinned. (7:26-28a)**

This section may be addressing those men and women who have
never been married, those who are already engaged, or both.*
Consistent with one of his recurring themes in this chapter, Paul
admonishes believers not to make a radical change in status be-
cause of the coming of the end of the age. Whether a man or
woman is single, engaged, or married is irrelevant for function-
ing as a productive member of the New Covenant community.

In contrast to the word order of Paul’s statements above about
initiating divorce, here he addresses the men first and more ex-
tensively. We cannot be sure if this reflects a greater concern for
men than women on this matter. At the least it serves once more
to contribute to the diverse picture of gender mutuality that Paul
paints across these twelve principles.

12. Devotion to ministry

Those who marry will face many troubles in this life, and I
want to spare you. . . . The unmarried man is concerned about
the Lord’s affairs—how he can please the Lord. . .. The unmar-
ried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord’s affairs:
Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit.

(7:28b, 32-34)

It is ironic—though not entirely surprising—that Paul ends his
larger discussion of gender mutuality in marriage with a state-
ment regarding singleness. He has woven the thread of his prefer-
ence for celibate singleness throughout the chapter with the pur-
pose of serving Christ more efficiently (vv. 1, 6-8, 26, 29-35, 38b).

But, our focus in this article has not been on marriage versus
singleness (though equally an important topic). Rather, the issue
at hand has been the remarkable, gender-inclusive way that Paul
has gone about his task. His closing statements remind the reader
that ministry priorities apply equally to both men and women,
whether devotion to prayer that distracts from sexual intimacy
(v. 5) or devotion to ministry that avoids the distractions of mar-
riage altogether (v. 28).

One last time, Paul addresses women shoulder to shoulder
alongside men, making it clear that either may choose devotion

to ministry instead of marriage. This runs contrary to the cultural
tradition that a young woman should have as her goal in life to
find a good husband who will lead and care for her. Whether it
concerns the question of marriage or faithful service to Christ
and the church, one of Paul’s purposes in this chapter is to pro-
mote a Christian model of gender mutuality.

Conclusions

This exploratory survey of 1 Corinthians 7 is intended to begin
a dialogue that will reframe the discussion of this important yet
neglected text. Perhaps it will provide some fresh thinking to-
ward a different approach to this passage in the context of the
evangelical gender debate. Hopefully, a more extensive study of
this chapter with a focus on its relevance for the gender debate
will emerge in the near future. Until then, there are a few tenta-
tive conclusions that can be drawn.

First, both celibate singleness and faithful marriage have legiti-
mate places in our churches. Paul’s argument is: “If you're not ready
to embrace a godly and mutual marriage relationship, perhaps
you should stay single. And, if youre not ready to embrace godly
celibate singleness, perhaps you should consider marriage. But re-
member, godly devotion to Christ is more important than either!”

Second, writing 1 Corinthians 7 around the same time as his
letter to the Galatians, Paul’s language of evenhanded gender mu-
tuality contrasts sharply with what one might expect from a first-
century writer. Yet, it “coheres with” the cryptic—though more
famous—declaration in Galatians 3:28,>° being most likely his
first expansion on the new creation model of radical oneness in
Christ. Though his words do not address every aspect of marriage,
this twelve-point statement is the most comprehensive made on
the subject in Scripture—and, as such, it deserves much more at-
tention in the contemporary evangelical dialogue on gender.

Third, as an early point of reference, this text shines the posi-
tive light of gender-inclusive mutuality on other statements in
later gender texts (1 Cor. 11, 14; Eph. 5; Col. 3; 1 Pet. 3; 1 Tim. 3; Ti-
tus 2). By doing so, it helps to clarify important issues in the gen-
der debate—such as yielding of authority (otherwise referred to
by Paul in Eph. 5:21 as “submitting to one another”) and spiritual
benefits (sanctification and salvation) that a believer may give to
her or his spouse in marriage. First Corinthians 7 neither silences
nor renders neutral the clear teachings of other texts, though it
must be allowed to shed greater light on those that are not so clear.
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cates that Moses’ original exception was because of the “hardness of hu-
man hearts” (Matt. 19:7-8). Such exceptions may suggest the possibility
of separation under other unusual circumstances, such as spousal abuse.

28. Again the “woman/wife” versus “brother” language appears, as
it did in vv. 12-13. Yet, again, the difference is not significant for two
reasons: (1) Paul is clearly equating the brother (7:14b) with the husband
in the previous phrase (7:14a), and (2) the idea of a spouse who does not
yet believe being “made holy” by the other spouse is applied mutually to
both husband and wife.

29. In Paul’s writings, the terms usually carry “moral/ethical impli-
cations” and can even function as metaphors for salvation (1 Cor. 1:30,
6:11), though the force of the word is probably not that strong here (Fee,
First Corinthians, 299-302).

30. Contrary to Talley, who argues for a benevolent-patriarchy
model of sanctification in marriage based on implications drawn from
Christ’s sanctification of the church in Eph. 5:25-27, yet without a single
reference to the more explicit and gender-inclusive mention of sanctifi-
cation in the context of marriage in 1 Cor. 7:14 (David L. Talley, “Gender
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and Sanctification: From Creation to Transformation,” Journal of Biblical
Manhood and Womanhood [Spring 2003], 6-16).

31. See Fee, First Corinthians, 304-5.

32. See Thiselton, First Corinthians, 537-40.

33. This is also consistent with Paul’s earlier exhortation (based on a
gospel of grace) that believers should “stand firm in the liberty in which
Christ has made [them] free” (Gal. 5:1, 13). And, it is reinforced by his
later admonition, “If it is possible, as much as it is up to you, be at peace
with everyone” (Rom. 12:18).

34. The “interactive significance” of race and slavery for the ques-
tion of gender relations (mentioned above by Paul in 1 Cor. 7:17-24) is
essential to the larger discussion of a biblical theology of gender. This is
confirmed by the grouping of the three categories in Gal. 3:28. However,
that significance is not addressed here because of the limitations of this
article. For such a discussion, see Thiselton, First Corinthians, 545-65.

35. Again, see Thiselton’s discussion of the various options for the
subjects of this section (First Corinthians, 565-71) and Fee’s (First Corin-
thians, 322-34). The argument of this article, however, does not depend
on answering this question.

36. Thiselton, First Corinthians, 527.

e
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When Our Children Become Our Brothers, Sisters,
and Friends in God’s Household

S. STEVE KANG

I often hear well-meaning parents talking about improving their
parenting skills. Over the years, I have attended my share of par-
enting seminars and read books on the subject. Since I teach edu-
cational ministry courses at a seminary, numerous churches have
assumed that I know something about parenting and have asked
me to speak on parenting at their churches. I, too, have partici-
pated in the improvement of parenting skills as a Christian on
both the receiving and giving ends.

The truth, however, is that I still feel like a novice at being a
parent. Just as we have one life that God has graciously allowed
us to live, we have one chance at being a parent to our children.
Yes, we can grow and are able to observe some gradual changes
throughout our lifetime, but once the life patterns set in during
the early years of our lives with the help (and detriment!) of those
around us, it is difficult to have any meaningful do-overs with
certain aspects of life. As Augustine laments, in each moment of
time we know that the past is already non-existent and the future
is beyond our reach. The present, if I pause to reflect upon it, is
already past. We can only extend into the past through memory
and the future through anticipation. I suppose we can achieve a
sort of enduring presence by the power of our attention, as if car-
rying a melody. It is no small wonder why Augustine referred to
time as a distending of the soul, distention animi, through which
human beings can vaguely begin to intuit the divine eternity."

The same is true for our children. Each child has one chance
of going through each stage of her life just as the parent has one
chance at being there for her. Being a parent, therefore, is a call-
ing. Parenting is not just something we do for our children out
of obligation, necessity, or expectation, but what we are called to
be by the gracious invitation of the triune God. As Christians, we
are God’s children, which obviously denotes that God is our par-
ent. We are adopted into his family through the atoning death of
Jesus Christ to live as his household. As a perfect Parent, God has
loved us with an everlasting love and drawn us in with loving-
kindness (Jer. 31:3). What a privilege we all have as the children
of God to be parents to children in God’s household as well as in
our earthly family!

Seen in this light, therefore, we realize our biological children
are much more than simply our own. They are God’s children just

S. STEVE KANG (Ph.D., Northwestern University) is Professor of Edu-
cational Ministries at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. He is the
author of Unveiling the Socioculturally Construct-
ed Multivoiced Self, coauthor of A Many Colored
Kingdom, and coeditor of Growing Healthy Asian
American Churches. His newest work is Teaching
the Faith: Forming the Faithful, coauthored with
Gary Parrett (IVP, October 2009). Chris and Steve
have two children, Ashley, 16, and Andrew, 14.
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as we are in God’s household. We as earthly parents are given the
privilege to be conduits of God’s gracious work in our children’s
lives. Our calling is to invite our earthly children to commune?
with the triune God as we commune with one another—practic-
ing mutual discipleship unto Jesus Christ routinely, yet intention-
ally with our children as a family. As an outpost of God’s house-
hold, we are to live out the life of joyful obedience to testify to
God’s grace in the world. This is our life as God’s household, to
be constantly preoccupied to do the will of our Father in heaven
as the brothers, sisters® and friends* of Jesus Christ. Our earthly
children are also our brothers, sisters, and friends with whom
we practice mutual encouragement, forgiveness, submission, and
love in all our ways. In the process, we, the parents, grow and
facilitate our children’s growth in relationships—with God, with
one another, with those in God’s household, and with those who
are yet to be in God’s household. As we practice the life of loving
God completely, ourselves accurately, and others compassionate-
ly, we fulfill our calling as God’s children, particularly as parents,
in inviting our children to participate in the earthly embodiment
of God’s household together.

The family as a learning community

However, an important question remains: Is this kind of mutual
relationship with our children realistic on the part of parents? Is
it even biblical? Would a mutual relationship with the “lesser;”
in this case children, inevitably result in chaos or disasters often
seen in the families of extremely permissive parents? Proverbs
22:6 is often misunderstood to support the permissive parent-
ing style; however, I believe that this proverb is a caution against
rather than for such an approach. Here, “Train a child in the way
he should go” (NIV) could potentially be interpreted to mean that
parents are to raise their children according to their individuality,
natural proclivities, talents, uniqueness, or even stages of devel-
opment.” However, such an interpretation is contrary to what the
book of Proverbs as a whole consistently teaches. There is “one
and only one right way. . . . The idea is to train a child in the
way of wisdom in the book of Proverbs. And this is none other
than God’s path”® Moreover, Jeremiah 10:23 clearly illuminates
otherwise when he says, “I know, O Lord, that the way (derek) of
human beings is not in their control, that mortals as they walk
cannot direct their steps” (NRSV). Thus, “teach your children
to choose the right path” (NLT) and “train children in the right
way” (NRSV) further clarify the crux of Proverbs 22:6. According
to Proverbs, being a parent requires “work, discipline, and even
physical coercion to encourage a person to take the right direc-
tion in life””” Yet, we must also realize that

The rod is no panacea. [The Book of Proverbs] tacitly con-
demns the martinet [disciplinarian] by its own reasonable ap-



proach, its affectionate earnestness, and its assumption that
the old find their natural crown, and the young their proper
pride, in each other. The parents’ chief resource is construc-
tive, namely their “law”, taught with loving persistence. . . .
This “Law” (torah) . . . means direction, and its aim here is to
foster wise habits of thought and action which, so far from

For this to happen, we who strive to be good parents will want
to practice, as much as possible, a full disclosure of our lives with
our children. This means sharing our fears, longings, struggles,
broken dreams, and failures. We will want to disabuse ourselves
of the idea that God expects us to be some perfect parents or he-
roes in our children’s lives. As modern-day Christians, we may be

enslaving a person, will equip him

to find his way through life with For this to happen, we who strive to be good

sureness and honor.?

The term “train” (chanak) in this prov-
erb is not some heavy-handed teach-
ing as in a transmissive content trans-

parents will want to practice, as much as
possible, a full disclosure of our lives with our
children. This means sharing our fears, longings,
struggles, broken dreams, and failures.

led to believe that we are to be spiri-
tually (and in all the ways of life, for
some) “perfect” as those biblical “he-
roes” like Samson, David, and many
others were. When we conveniently
gloss over the fallen nature of these
characters and the work of God’s

fer, unilateral behavior modification,
or breaking the child’s will. We are called to be parents, not merely
to be engaged in the task of parenting. I remember several of my
teachers in the past directing me to do what they say. When—in
my innocence—I would ask them why they were not doing what
they told us to do, they would say, “Do as I say, not as I do.” Per-
haps I should not have expected them to be able to do all that they
taught us, but at least I was not particularly motivated to do what
they were telling me to do, especially when it came to obeying
God’s will. Training our children involves much more than in-
structing them to behave in certain desirable ways by using some
extrinsic motivational strategies such as reward, punishment, and
withholding affection, among others.

The verb to “train” in Proverbs 22:6 is used only four times else-
where in the Old Testament.’ In those passages, it either means to
dedicate a newly built family (through marriage) or to inaugurate
the Lord’s temple with sacrifices, as Solomon did. In a similar
manner, then, “train a child” should be construed as initiating
or introducing the child to the path or way of the Lord,'® though
not in a solitary manner, but rather as in a family and the family
of God."' 1t is also interesting to observe that the term “train”
here can also mean to “rub palate of child with chewed dates,” or
(of a midwife) to “rub palate of new-born child with oil before it
begins to suck” in extrabiblical literature.'> Such techniques were
routinely practiced to initiate or create an appetite in an infant to
suckle. This usage further bolsters the notion that training a child
entails an initiation through which the child learns to delight in
and cultivate the ways of the Lord through relationships, i.e., the
nuclear family as a learning community.

Here, I am reminded of Abraham Heschel's words when he
said, “What we need more than anything else is not textbooks
but text-people. It is the personality of the teacher which is the
text that the pupils read; the text they will never forget”**> What
Heschel presupposes in that statement is that teachers or parents
as “text-people” are to be readily accessible so that their children
may experience or witness the “text” that is fully animated by the
parents in real-life situations. When we offer ourselves as fellow
disciples-in-progress of Jesus Christ among our children, we par-
ents begin to create a safe and hospitable place at home where
we are committed to sharing our lives together with them—
mutually serving one another, exhorting one another, and form-
ing one another as God’s household.

grace and mercy in their lives, we fail
to understand God’s grace and to rely on God wholeheartedly. In
doing so, we fail to invite our children to experience God’s grace
and mercy fully in the daily crucibles of their lives. Instead, we
merely teach the Bible as a collection of heroes strung together,
inevitably making a mockery of God’s word and character in the
process. We must remember that the triune God himself is the
only “hero” of the Bible, and we, as both parents and children, are
in constant need of his grace, mercy, and justice.

As we parent, we find healing and forgiveness
for ourselves

In a similar vein, the latter half of Proverbs 22:6 should serve as
a healthy warning for us. Here, “and when they are old, they will
not stray” (NRSV) should not be seen as a promise or guaran-
tee for parents, as if our children’ faith is solely dependent on
what we do as parents. On the one hand, having tried to be godly
parents to our children, we should not take on more guilt than
necessary if our children walk away from the Lord. On the other
hand, we ought not to congratulate ourselves in pride if our chil-
dren walk in the way of the Lord to the fullest. The proverb is “an
encouragement to do the right thing when it comes to raising
[our] children** The “right thing” here is simply for the nucle-
ar family to imitate the way of the Lord, imitatio Christi, as the
brothers, sisters, and friends of our Lord himself and with one
another in mutual submission. In the end, this proverb is not in-
tended to adjudicate which of the parenting styles—permissive,
authoritarian, authoritative, or uninvolved'*—is the biblical one.
Instead, it is a clarion call for the nuclear family (of course, as
an extended family and, more importantly, as a church family)
to practice God’s presence together. Indeed, the triune God is, is
with us, and is for us, encouraging us to enter, dwell, and linger in
his presence as God’s household.

When we parent, we also parent ourselves. More precisely, be-
ing a parent is a wonderful opportunity to allow God to shed his
light on our past—particularly on our relationships with our own
parents during our growing-up years—as well as our present re-
lationships with them. As we spend time together with our chil-
dren, we often are reminded of certain episodes from our child-
hood. Whether they may be memories that bring joy or pain to
us, they present themselves as opportunities for us to allow the
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sovereign God to redeem those memories or use them redemp-
tively in our dealings with our children and others around us.
Perhaps God might want to correct any distortions or incomplete
understandings of how we have come to view our parents. Per-
haps God might want to bring about emotional healing from the
hurt that we received from our parents. It is God’s invitation for
us to experience forgiveness by extending forgiveness to our par-
ents or asking them for forgiveness for our wrongs. In the pro-
cess, we learn to let God overwhelm us with his forgiveness and
let it pervade our souls.

Here, I am reminded of Menno Simons’s words exhorting
heavy-hearted Christians:

Believe the Gospel, that is, believe the joyful news of divine
grace through Jesus Christ. Cease from sin; manifest repen-
tance for your past lives; submit obediently to the Word and
will of the Lord; and you will become companions, citizens,
children and heirs of the new and heavenly Jerusalem. . . .
Walk according to the Spirit and not according to the flesh.'®

We are who we are because the great I AM continually embraces
us as his very own. We are his beloved children in his household.
Whether we are single or married, we find our completeness in
him. We are all given privilege and responsibility to be “parents,”
asin “parents” of the children of our fellow Christian brothers and
sisters, or as “aunts” and “uncles” in God’s household. Many of us
are called to be parents in the outermost outposts in the form of
a nuclear family. Yet, we are never to take on the responsibility
alone, but in the context of and with the generous help of the
earthly manifestations (i.e., local congregations) of God’s house-
hold. In this way, being a parent is nothing less than proclaiming
(kerysso) the gospel (kerygma) to ourselves, our children, and to
those we are called to love around us every day.'” Here, procla-
mation is more than preaching, as we commonly equate it to be.
It is “fundamentally . . . the declaration of an event. . . . The stress
is on dynamic proclaiming. . . . It is effective, not as oratory, but in
the spirit and power”*® Through the mutual and embodied proc-
lamation of the gospel, we can indeed live, and call our children
forth to live, as a transformed community—as a family.

Our God is fully present with us as the perfect parent, and
we as his household are invited to enter, dwell, and linger in his
eternal presence. Precisely because of such an unmistakable real-
ity, God allows us to train up our children in the way they should
go—to enter, dwell, and linger in his eternal presence. As we live
out our lives mutually with our children, we are not only training
them, but God is training us. What an awesome privilege to be
the brothers, sisters, and friends of Jesus Christ with our children
and all those in God’s household!

Conclusion

As I noted earlier, a plethora of literature, seminars, and other
forms of media on parenting is available for the general popula-
tion and for Christians. When we admit that we as parents are
novices at what we are called to be and are constantly in need
of grace, we can truly learn to be parents modeling on God, our
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great Parent, who wishes to commune with us and wants to lavish
his love on us. Seeking mutuality with our children as disciples
of the Lord is admittedly a risky proposition. But, we need to re-
member that our authority as parents is derivative, not inherent.
That is, there is nothing in us that could mark us as authorita-
tive. Nevertheless, we have been entrusted with God’s children to
nurture in the way of the Lord. As long as we remain steadfastly
under the authority of that trust, we can be assured that we will
teach and serve our children with truly godly authority. Such au-
thority requires consistently conveying humility and openness in
our interactions with our children, remembering that—contrary
to the zero-sum game'’—God-given authority shared is God-
given authority multiplied for his kingdom and his household.
May the Holy Spirit guide us as we live the life of God-honoring
parents in a holy space called “family;,” as we continually look to
the triune God to parent us in his household.

Notes

1. Augustine, Confessions (London: Penguin, 1961), 271, 274-77.

2. Fellowship—Greek koinonia. Cf. John 17:21: “That they may all be
one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in
us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.”

3. Matt. 12:49-50.

4. John 15:14.

5. Friedrich Delitzch, writing in the early 1870s (before any mod-
ern human development theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky, or Kohlberg
were even born!), translates Prov. 22:6 as, “Give to the child instruction
conformably to His way,” and comments, “The instruction of youth, the
education of youth, ought to be conformed to the nature of youth; the
matter of instruction, ought to regulate itself according to the stage of
life, and its peculiarities; the method ought to be arranged according to
the degree of development which the mental and bodily life of the youth
has arrived at” In Friedrich Delitzch, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of
Solomon, trans. James Martin (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1872,
reprinted 1986), 86-87. He is thus interpreting the proverb to be about
pedagogical philosophy or a strategy in deciding appropriate educational
methodologies.

6. Tremper Longman III, Proverbs (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker,
2006), 405. “I am the way” in John 14:6 unmistakably declares the one
and only way to access and commune with the triune God.

7. Longman, Proverbs, 404.

8. Derek Kidner, Proverbs: An Introduction and Commentary
(Leicester, England: IVP, 1964), 51.

9. Twice in Deut. 20:5 and once each in 1 Kgs. 8:63 and 2 Chr. 7:s.

10. Laird Harris, Gleason Archer, and Bruce Waltke, Theological
Wordbook of the Old Testament (Chicago, Ill.: Moody, 1980), 301.
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12. Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles Briggs, A Hebrew and
English Lexicon of the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon, 1906, 1951), 335.

13. Abraham Heschel, “The Spirit of Jewish Education,” Jewish Edu-
cation 24:2 (Fall 1953): 19, as quoted in Marvin Wilson, Our Father Abra-
ham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerd-
mans, 1989), 280.

14. Longman, Proverbs, 405.

15. Permissive parents—responsive, democratic, and non-directive;
authoritarian parents—demanding, directive, and intrusive; authorita-
tive parents—both demanding and responsive, assertive, but not re-
strictive or intrusive, and supportive rather than punitive; uninvolved
parents—neither responsive nor demanding, neglectful and/or even re-
jecting. See Laurence Steinberg, Nancy Darling, and Anne Fletcher, “Au-
thoritative parenting and adolescent adjustment: An ecological journey,”



in Examining Lives in Context: Perspectives on the Ecology of Human De-
velopment, ed. Phillis Moen, Glen Elder, and Kurt Luscher (Washington,
D.C.: APA, 1995), 423-66.

16. Menno Simons, The Complete Writings of Menno Simons, trans.
Leonard Verduin and ed. J. C. Wenger (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1956,
reprinted 1978), 116.

17. Among others, Jerry Bridges has used the phrase “Preach the
gospel to yourself” frequently throughout his faithful ministry. See, for

example, Respectable Sins: Confronting the Sins We Tolerate (Colorado
Springs, Colo.: NavPress, 2007).

18. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, Theological Dictionary of
the New Testament, abridged ed., trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1985), 432-35.

19. A zero-sum game is a system or a way of thinking wherein the
sum of gains equals the sum of the losses and where a gain is offset by
an equal loss.
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A Theology of the Generations:
Do People Today Still Risk Feudalism in the Family?

BeEuLAH WooD

I am teaching an interactive class on family in a theological college
in South Asia. Mothi Mary has organized her group to act as a
mother, son, and daughter at the table. Daughter asks for a second
helping. Mother says, “No. You do not need it.” Son asks for more.
Mother gives him extra food. The children are leaving for school.
Mother gives son a cup of milk. None for the daughter. Mother wel-
comes the son from school with tea with milk. Daughter complains,
“Mother, you did not put milk in my tea.” “No, daughter. We must
attend to your brother’s needs.”

Iask Mothi Mary, middle-class, educated, raised in an English-
speaking Christian family, “Where does the story come from?”
“I was the daughter,” she replies. I am incredulous. What is the
name of this problem? It is not patriarchy, men ruling women.
This is a woman disadvantaging her own daughter. How can we
teach to counteract this injustice?

A traditional family

Sometimes, preachers say they will teach a biblical view of the
family. There are problems with that. Most of the marriages that
we know anything of in the Old Testament were polygamous. Are
they our model? Does it matter? In fact, it does. Many were po-
lygamous because of the deeply entrenched notion of the need
for inheritance according to the law of primogeniture and patri-
lineal inheritance—the belief in higher status for sons that Mothi
Mary’s mother shared and the view that property should pass
intact to the oldest son, or at least to sons and not to daughters.
This belief still influences the thinking of many cultures in East
Asia, South Asia, Africa, West Asia, and of immigrants from these
places into the Western world. Indeed, the West is not so far from
this thinking. Only two hundred years ago in England, in Jane
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, five daughters could not inherit their
father’s property, which was “entailed” to a male cousin, and the
mother and five girls all accepted this. Readers in North and South
America may consider how recently and by which groups a focus
on a male inheritance was (or is still?) practiced in their society.

Figure 1: The Patrilineal Family

Ojcher Families The “Real” Other Families
Wives obtained— e Daughters sent out—
o Family Line
conditional members temporary members
Grandfather
> Vv >
Father
> v 2> >
Son
> Vv >
Grandson
> 7 2> >

While teaching in South Asia, I sometimes ask a class of Chris-
tians to help list on the whiteboard from their culture, “Wrong
Reasons for Getting Married” The answers usually include:

B To please parents, or to obey parents

B Because everyone must get married

B For sex

B To obtain dowry (money and goods) from the young

woman’s family

B For a wife to serve her husband’s parents and/or bring an-

other salary

B To provide a son to carry on the father’s line and receive

the inheritance

B So the mother-in-law can sit back and control a daughter-

in-law

The students understand that none of these alone is a good rea-
son to marry, and some show manipulation of family members,
especially of females. For many people, marriage is motivated
by economic calculation, by control from one generation to the
next, and by the view that the young woman has become a mem-
ber of the young man’s family with no reciprocity toward hers.
She must give birth to a son and work solely for the advantage of
all males and the senior female of her new family. The controlling
factor is patrilineal inheritance.

Women are brought in as wives to produce sons. If they have
no children or only daughters, they are not appreciated. Girls
born in the family are viewed as temporary members, granted
little in resources for health and education, and even loved less.
The Vedic writer said, “Let a girl be born, but let her be born in
somebody else’s family” And a proverb says, “Educating a girl is
like watering your neighbor’s garden.” The patrilineal family val-
ues males. (See figure 1.)

Tragedies in homes

This total weight on the male line makes a stronger bond be-
tween parents and son than between son and wife, hardly the
foundation for happy marriages with tender bonds of respect,
mutual love, and mutual self-sacrifice between husband and
wife. One hears of many marriages that run like parallel railway
lines—the husband and wife each carry out a prescribed “role”
with very little communication.

BEULAH WOOD, a New Zealander, has worked for extended
intervals in India, Nepal, and Bangladesh since
1968. She now lectures and writes at the South
Asia Institute of Advanced Christian Studies, Ban-
galore, South India. As a mother and grandmoth-
er, she longs for people to reach a gospel under-

standing of family life.
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Home should be the place above all for love and protection.
Yet, in South Asia, we know too well the abuse of girls and young
wives. Indeed, the worst atrocities against females happen in their
own homes. What sadness! The home is where the decision is

equally, to do so is uncommon. While dowry was originally the
young woman’s inheritance, parents now routinely, and without
justice to their daughter, give the money, goods, gold, cars, and
even apartments to her new husband’s parents. This harms both

made for a female fetus to be aborted,
or where mothers and grandmothers
give less care, less food, and less medi-
cal attention to little girls than little

boys. The home is where the family  with strings attached.

any families view sons as an insurance policy
for parents. They invest in a son for their own
future, so he must obey them. It is mercenary, love

married and single daughters.
Padmini’s parents had three daugh-
ters and then a son. Single, Padmini
has given years to dedicated social
work and is now training as a theologi-

decides that boys attend school and
girls do not, or that girls must discontinue their education before
they are even literate. In homes, girls grow up believing their role
in life is to “adjust” to their husband (read “serve his needs”), and
boys grow up believing that males have privileges, the right to
make decisions to suit themselves, and even the “right” (!) to have
extramarital affairs and to visit prostitutes.

In homes occur dowry demands—the harassment of young
wives to bring more dowry, even harassment until she becomes
one of the many young women who commit suicide in the first
six months of marriage. In homes, mothers-in-law and husbands
demand a double burden of outside work (with salary handed
over) and inside work until late in the night. In homes occur
the physical, emotional, verbal, and sexual abuses that harm the
lives, emotions, and self-esteem of women and girls. In homes,
men who have contracted HIV/AIDS pass on the dreaded virus
to thousands of loyal, faithful wives.*

Many pastors are afraid to approach these issues, saying, “We
must not interfere with the home. These relationships are sacred”
“Sacred” means “set apart.” Praise God, some homes are set apart
for love and justice. Sadly, some homes are set apart for manipu-
lation and abuse, both nonviolent and violent.

Many women are so brainwashed by the views of society and
church that they are too frightened to think differently. As Chris-
tians, we must look harder, theologically and practically, at mar-
riage and the nature of the passing generations.

Practical critique of traditional views on marriage and
inheritance

To those who keep to traditional views, the system looks logical
and serves those whose opinions have weight. But the views are
flawed. They lack justice.

Providing male heirs

To obtain a male heir to carry on the family name and receive
house, land, money, or material goods, traditional views say a son
is essential and a daughter is less valuable. Traditional families
ask, “Why should we raise daughters to benefit other families?”
“Food, clothes, education, and medical bills for her are money
down the drain” “How soon can we get this girl married?”

Excluding women from inheritance

The traditional view declines to leave property to wives or daugh-
ters, believing them incompetent and inappropriate for deci-
sion making. Even where law now decrees that siblings inherit
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cal teacher. “We are a very close family,”
says Padmini. I get on wonderfully with my parents and my broth-
er and his wife. But something is wrong with the system. Before my
brother was one year old, my parents signed over the whole family
property to him. This is normal. My married sisters are cared for in
their new families, but I will get nothing from my parents, since the
house and assets all belong to my brother.”

Providing for old age

Traditional thinking says sons, not daughters, must take care of
their parents. Is it impossible to change that? Daughters are some-
times better at caring, but people think the daughter belongs to
her husband’s family, not theirs. Some parents resent being cared
for by a daughter’s family. There is something wrong here.

Many families view sons as an insurance policy for parents.
They invest in a son for their own future, so he must obey them. It is
mercenary, love with strings attached. Parents may choose his col-
lege course and vocation for a high-paying job to suit their needs.

Simon’s pentecostal father left to work in the Persian Gulf and
send money home when his older son Simon was nine years old.
“By the time I was twenty,” he reported, “I had nothing to say to my
father. I wanted to train in Bible teaching, but my father required
me to take undergraduate and then postgraduate study in science
for a high-paying job.” Finally, when Simon was about thirty, mar-
ried, and with two children, he went against his father and started
theological training.

Providing “proper order” in the family

Parents may want their married son to prove that he has not put
his wife ahead of them by obeying them. A woman married ten
years may still find that, if she walks into the room when her hus-
band is discussing family finances with his parents, the conversa-
tion ceases until she leaves.

What is God'’s view of family and inheritance?

A Christian theology of marriage begs to differ with the patrilin-
eal view. For God, the primary bond should be between husband
and wife.

God opposes the human “law” of primogeniture and patrilin-
eal inheritance. At the beginning of all instructions for humans,
God put in place the directive that a marriage starts a new family,
ensuring separation from parents and placing the husband/wife
partnership and decision making ahead of the parent/child bond:
“For this reason, a man shall leave his father and mother and be
united to his wife and they will become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24).?



The new husband and wife leave each other’s families, and they
start a new family—so there are now three families. (See figure 2.)
Inside the circle of extended family are the wife’s birth family, the
husband’s birth family, and their new family.

God’s intention contrasts markedly with the patrilineal view
that the young woman leaves her birth family and enters her hus-
band’s family. (See figure 3). But, the patrilineal view still shows in
many marriage ceremonies worldwide. “Who gives this woman
to this man?” the marriage celebrant asks. “I do,” says the father,
as if the two men make a deal and pass the woman over like a par-
cel. Such wording perpetuates human laws of primogeniture and
patrilineage—property for the male line. Should not a husband
and wife give themselves before God to each other?

So what can we know of God’s view of status, genealogy, and
inheritance all passing along the male line? God disdains the
whole thing. For God, family lines and selection for honored
work have nothing to do with birth order, nor even with bearing
sons. Whom did God choose out of Cain and Abel? Ishmael and
Isaac? Esau and Jacob? Judah and Reuben? David and the older
sons of Jesse?® To lead his people out of slavery, God chose all
three siblings, male and female: Aaron, Miriam, and Moses. No
primogeniture there. Did God choose Deborah ahead of broth-
ers? We do not know. But God chose her ahead of her husband
Lappidoth, and similarly Huldah ahead of Shallum. No law of
primogeniture assigned leadership tasks to an orphan girl, Es-
ther, nor determined heredity for the Davidic kings and the Mes-
siah through a non-Israelite widow, Ruth, and non-Israelite pros-
titute Rahab.

Eli’s sons perished, unworthy of inheriting his ministry (1 Sam.
3:11-14). Saul was from the tiny tribe of Benjamin (1 Sam. 9:21).
Gideon objected to God, “My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I
am the least in my family” (Judg. 6:15). Samson was from the Danite
clan. God spoke to his mother before his father (Judg. 13:2-3).

Similar patterns appear in the New Testament. Jesus was a
first son, necessary for the virgin birth, but described as a mem-
ber of the tribe of Judah, Israel’s fourth son. Jesus appears to take
James and John away from inheriting Zebede¢’s fishing business
(Matt. 4:20-22) and then gives a long and great task to the young-
er, John, asking him to care for Mary (John 19:26-27). Why not
her own sons?

Christ's new church, too, ignored male primogeniture and
patrilineage. Paul delighted in telling of how little value his hu-
man inheritance was in God’s sight (Phil. 3:4-7). A woman, Mary
the mother of John Mark, was the householder who welcomed
one of the earliest regular Christian gatherings (Acts 12:12). Mis-
sionaries included a Samaritan woman (John 4:28-30) and an
Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26-40). God’s called-out church lead-
ers included women like Phoebe (Rom. 16:1), Lydia (Acts 16:14),
and Damaris (Acts 17:34). All four of Philip’s daughters received
the gift of prophecy (Acts 21:9).

God reveals why he spurned this human doctrine of male
family lines when he chose David: “The Lord does not look at
things human beings look at. People look at the outward appear-
ance, but the Lord looks at the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7 TNIV). Ad-

dressing men and women, God offers grace and influence, not
bound by human traditions: “He has made us competent as min-
isters of a new covenant—not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the
letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor. 3:6 TNIV).

The failure of Israel to observe God’s plan

When, in Genesis 2, God gave humans the principle that each
marriage starts a new family, this truth rapidly disappeared from
human thinking. By the time of Genesis 5, people were count-
ing the male line as more important and not seeing marriage as
starting a new family, but as adding to the father’s line. The writer
recorded male family lines and the names of Noah and his sons
without their wives’ names. As predicted* by God in Genesis 3:16b,
families emphasized a male lineage, being controlled for the ad-
vantage of the males and even identifying as the “father’s house”
Abraham and Sarah started out differently. They left his father
Terah in Ur of the Chaldees, marking themselves as a couple for
each other and obeying God, rather than for Abraham’s father and
obeying him. However, they quickly returned to the pattern. God
was using Abraham and Sarah to start a nation, but the couple’s
concern about having a son for their patrilineal line mushroomed
out of all proportion until they sinned to achieve it by orchestrat-
ing the conception of Ishmael through Hagar (Gen. 16). Their
excessive anxiety for a son damaged their own relationship, their
relationship with God, and the future of the nation they were to
found, not to mention the anguish their actions caused to Hagar.

Figure 2: God’s View of Marriage and Family
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Their thinking was common for their day. Patrimony, or in-
heritance of name, honor, family line, and family property, was
at the top of their priorities as a patrilineal family—higher even
than the intimate loyalty between husband and wife that God
had commanded. In the next generation, Isaac’s wife left her fam-
ily, but he did not leave his, and the pattern continued through
the Old Testament and into the culture of Israel. It was not what
God intended.

Patrilineal inheritance overemphasized the birth of sons

If a couple had no children, people saw them as woeful beyond
understanding. They still do in patrilineal societies. Their life to-
gether has no meaning. The barren woman is thought to be cursed,
since she has no reason to be alive. Everybody “knows” that soci-
ety’s biggest requirement on a man and woman is to maintain and
improve the wealth and number of his “father’s house”

Writer William Countryman notes that

the family structure of ancient Israel did not, in fact, acknowl-
edge either an equality between male and female or a complete
unity of flesh between married persons. The wife, though an
important part of this household, did not become truly and
fully a member of his family and was certainly not his equal.
A man’s right to divorce his wife demonstrated these. . . . A
woman became her husband’s property at betrothal. Deuter-
onomy routinely equates the acquisition of house, vineyard
and wife (Deut. 20:5-7, 28:30).°

A man was always a member of the “father’s house” in which he
was born. A married woman remained, in some sense, a part of
her birth family too, but there was no sense of men leaving father
and mother to form the very close bond that God told of in Gen-
esis 2. Men were kin to their mothers and to the men and women
of their “father’s house,” while women were kin only to their sons
and immediate female relatives. A wife was not recognized as
next of kin.’

Polygamy supported patrilineage

God had given his plan of monogamy, the only kind of marriage
possible if a man would leave father and mother and cling to
his wife until they became one flesh. Adding polygamy added
problems.

Human urgency for sons and selfish desire for power through
more children destroyed the beauty of monogamous marriages,
which is immediately obvious in the lives of Abraham, Isaac, Ja-
cob, and Joseph with their deception, rivalry, and deceit. The fail-
ure” to see sons and daughters as starting new families and leav-
ing, cleaving, and becoming one flesh became entrenched in the
theme of one’s “father’s house” and the essence of what it meant
to be Hebrew.

Building their “house” is revealed as a central motivator of
actions by David and Solomon. When David collected wives
and concubines, he was building his power base and numerical
strength, not family cohesion. It severely damaged his family re-
lationships to have so many wives, for he could not give adequate
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attention to them, nor to the raising of the many children. He
treated Michal inhumanely, insisting on having her return to his
control, when, if he truly loved her, he would have wished for her
happiness rather than taking her away from her weeping second
husband (2 Sam. 3:13-16). He sinned in committing adultery with
Bathsheba and marrying her, by implication ignoring the value of
his other wives (2 Sam. 11:27). His failure as a father showed when
one son raped his own sister (2 Sam. 13:11-15). He was so out of
touch with Absalom that this son murdered his half brother and
led a rebellion against his own father (2 Sam. 13:29, 2 Sam. 15).

Later, the pharaoh of Egypt and King Solomon consecrated
their treaty with one man giving his daughter to the other as yet
another wife (1 Kgs. 3:1). Solomon certainly did not need an-
other wife!

Each “father’s house” was made up of a landowning father
or grandfather who led the next two or three generations, along
with wives and servants. Gideon is an example in Judges 6:11,
15. He was married and had children, and the land he worked
and lived on belonged to his father, Joash, the head of his “fa-
ther’s house” The Old Testament often refers to this patrilineal
“father’s house”®

The New Testament has significantly fewer references to this
patrilineal view. Acts uses the term historically, referring to Mo-
ses (Acts 7:20). Jesus employs it in the parable of the rich man
and Lazarus (Luke 16:27) and twice in reference to heaven rather
than with human families (John 2:16, 14:2). This all shows how
strongly the patriarchal view in which fathers made the deci-
sions, and the patrilineal view in which the land and property
belonged to the male line, had permeated and conditioned the
thinking of the people of Israel. The gospel, as we shall see, had
something different to emphasize.

Levirate marriage supported patrilineage

Levirate marriage—the requirement that, if a man died with no
children, then his brother should marry the widow (apparently
even if he already had a wife)—is another example of the fierce
desire for offspring—perhaps a temporary accommodation on
God’s part (as was the Mosaic instruction regarding divorce)
to make the best of a situation that was less than the Genesis 2
ideal. For a brother to fail to do this was seen as a disgrace,” and
the woman had no option. The goal of such a marriage was not
her physical and financial support, nor to prevent her marrying
someone else and taking family property. A wife did not receive
property anyway. It was for name and family line. The liaison still
served the deceased husband by giving continued meaning to
his life."°

The enormous weight given to family line is in evidence in
further verses. A visible shape to punishment would be that one’s
name and survivors would be wiped out (Isa. 14:22). Punishment
for a wicked man would come as loss of survivors (Job 18:19-20).
The only promise Saul asked of David was that he “not kill off
my descendants or wipe out my name from my father’s family”
(1 Sam. 24:21).



Traditional marriage called for wifely obedience

Since a young woman was brought up to believe she must serve
her husband’s family, her husband and his family expected her to
do what she was told to serve him. Early in their marriages, both
Sarah and Rebekah obeyed their husbands, Abraham and Isaac,
in concealing their married status among strangers (Gen. 20:2,
26:7). Both turned against the method when it failed them, Sarah

and parents demand excessive obedience into adulthood, is this
not also a feudal arrangement?

Old Testament legal response to patriarchy and patrilineage

Because practices that treat women and daughters as property
had invaded the thinking of the Israelites, initial laws were made
to protect them. One such law regulated divorce so that men
could not put women out of the home

to giving orders to Abraham and Re-
bekah to deception. Patrilineal think-
ing had prevented the close bonding

s traditional marriage like sworn loyalty and
service in the feudal system?

on a whim (Deut. 22:13-19). Another
regulated the treatment of an unmar-

of husband and wife.

A saying of modern counseling goes, “You cannot love what
you control, and you cannot control what you love” Control
within the family seriously damages love in marriage relation-
ships, even forcing devout women to go against their husbands
publicly, as Abigail did (1 Sam. 25:4-34), and Hannah, too, with
her personal prayer for a son (1 Sam. 1:10-11).

Dina sat moist-eyed as her ten-year-old daughter, Jyothi, gave
her first piano recital. “Thank God I disobeyed my husband and his
mother,” she said to herself. “I thought as a good Christian I should
obey them when they told me to have an abortion when we knew I
was expecting a daughter. Jyothi would have been a heap of ashes.
But here is my beautiful little girl playing the piano. I'm so glad
Idisobeyed”

Control within the family

Do we have a name for this intra-family control? The word “patri-
archy” fits the control of women by men, but it does not describe
the full story. Traditional family control is perpetrated by women
as well as men against younger members of the family. Is it oli-
garchy, control by the few? Not really. Is there a word for control
by older people? Perhaps “family feudalism” fits."! Feudalism pre-
vailed in many countries of Europe one thousand years ago and
more recently in nations as diverse as Japan, Russia, Ethiopia, In-
dia, and the antebellum American South. It thrived on fixed rights
and obligations for all with the “law” of primogeniture at its core.

Barons or lords who received land on sworn loyalty to the
king or emperor granted land as manors to knights if they swore
to give military service. This lord’s power was both possessive
and protective. Knights granted land to serfs (landless workers)
in return for sworn agreement to give free labor, while receiving
no assets, no rights, and no permission to leave the service of that
manor. Obedience was central to all behavior of those not at the
top of the pyramid, and those with power passed on that power
to their sons.

Is traditional marriage like sworn loyalty and service in the
feudal system? Men own the land, women promise to love, honor,
and “obey,” giving work (service) in return for protection, along
with somewhere to live, but obtain no assets and no permission
to leave. Is that still the case for women who promise in a mar-
riage service to “obey”?

And the children born—do the privileges still in many fami-
lies around the world belong, as in feudal systems, to sons more
than daughters? And, if children exist for the sake of their parents

ried woman who became pregnant,
so that the man, required to marry her, could never divorce her
(Deut. 22:29).

In the new land of Canaan, where property apportioned af-
ter the death of parents normally went to sons alone, five young
women who had no brother argued to receive their parents’ land
(the daughters of Zelophehad, Num. 27:1-7). Moses asked God,
who said he must certainly give them property. The scene in
early eighteenth-century England for Jane Austen’s heroines was
less friendly!

In another example, where men could divorce their wives but
women could not initiate divorce, the Holy Spirit inspired Mala-
chi to write that God hated divorce, and that God hated violence
just as strongly (Mal. 2:16). From this, we recognize that there is
indeed a strong ground for divorce if a man does not cease his
violence against his wife.

The position of a wife, however, had signs of both subjec-
tion and equality. Fathers and mothers were equally to receive
respect according to the Ten Commandments: “Honor your fa-
ther and your mother so that you may live long in the land. . ”
(Exod. 20:12). The angel came to Samson’s mother twice before
talking to his father in Judges 13. And, in Proverbs, mothers and
fathers are often mentioned with equal weight, as in, “Wise chil-
dren bring joy to their father, but foolish children bring grief to
their mother” (Prov. 10:1 TNIV) and “Listen to your father, who
gave you life, and do not despise your mother when she is old”
(Prov. 23:22).

An important factor out of which spring many of our con-
temporary problems in relation to gender justice is our failure to
start from the right point, i.e., the glory shared equally by boys
and girls and men and women of being created in the image of
God, of being redeemed in Christ, and of being empowered by
the Holy Spirit.

Family with married love within the Old Testament

Israel also had positive examples of marriage and deeply commit-
ted loving couples. Isaac initially loved Rebekah greatly, and she
comforted him in sorrow (Gen. 24:66). Jacob was fond indeed of
Rachel (Gen. 29:30). Elkanah loved Hannah, though he did not
truly hear her sadness (1 Sam. 1:8). Uriah must have been greatly
attached to Bathsheba, for Nathan uses the metaphor of a much-
loved ewe lamb of their relationship (2 Sam. 12:1-10). Paltiel wept
inconsolably all along the road when his wife Michal was taken
from him (1 Sam. 3:15).
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Proverbs praises faithfulness and love that lasts longer than
death, and celebrates faithfulness to the “wife of one’s youth”
(Prov. 5:18). Solomon’s Song depicts in drama the excitement of
uninhibited love with words like, “Arise, my darling, my beauti-
ful one, come with me. . . . Show me your face, let me hear your
voice, for your voice is sweet, and your face is lovely. . . . My

»

beloved is mine and I am his. . .

inherit. Neither could wives (brought in from other families) nor
daughters (going to other families), although there were rare ex-
ceptions to this, as with the daughters of Job and of Zelophehad.

Jesus cut across all that cultural understanding with his view
of family and inheritance. The kingdom and the blessings would
be awarded, not by male preference nor by biological member-

(Song 2:13-16). “Love is strong as Jesus wanted couples to be bonded, united, at

death. . . . Many waters cannot
quench love; rivers cannot sweep it
away” (Song 8:6-7).

one in every possible area, placing loyalty to
each other ahead of loyalty to the family line.

ship, but to those who chose to do
the will of the Father by, whether
they knew it or not, ministering to
their new brothers and sisters. This
he taught in the parable of the sheep

The gospel critique of the patrilineal and
patriarchal system

We have shown that, for most of the Old Testament period, much
of family life in the nation of Israel was contrary to God’s de-
sire. In the New Testament, we note that Jesus quoted and un-
derscored the Genesis 2:24 primary code for marriage—leave
parents and cling to spouse. It appears in both Matthew 9:15 and
Mark 10:8, and Paul quotes it again in Ephesians 5:31.

Indeed, Jesus’ teaching takes a very different direction from
that of the culture in which he lived. The culture taught that it
was one’s duty to marry and have children. Christ ignored that
culture himself and respected those who chose to be childless.
The paramount leader of the new churches, Paul, wished all oth-
ers would remain single like himself (1 Cor. 7:8). God’s plan was
shifting. Up until then, the vehicle for God’s covenant had been
the family-based nation of Israel. However, Jesus' goal, even
though he was a member of that nation, was not nationalism that
extended the family of Jews. His goal was all the earth entering
God’s family and forming a new heaven and a new earth.

Jesus gave a ruling so that women could not be divorced for
frivolous reasons (Mark 10:2-9). Jesus then made a surprising
statement: “and if she divorces her husband and marries another,
she commits adultery” (Mark 10:12). That was new—a wife di-
vorcing a husband. Jesus saw it as a possibility when there was a
hardness of heart that indicated a sinner would not change.

Jesus’ disciples honored father and mother, yet he called them
to leave them. James and John left Zebedee and the fishing busi-
ness (Matt. 4:21-22). Peter and Andrew did similarly (Matt. 4:17-
19). People saw Jesus as a carpenter in Nazareth with sisters and
four brothers (James, Joseph, Judas, and Simon) in a hometown
(Matt. 13:55). But, for Jesus, family identity was superseded: “Any-
one who loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of
me; and anyone who loves son or daughter more than me is not
worthy of me” (Matt. 10:37). The basis for this family is not biol-
ogy, but behavior. People would become his brothers and sisters
by doing the will of God.

But let us stop and think. The Hebrew family was entirely
shaped by considerations of property and inheritance. Member-
ship in a family was defined by inheritance. Those who were true
members would inherit, and children of concubines, or children
who were merely given care but not legally adopted, could not
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and the goats: “Then the King will say to those on his right,
‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance,
the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.
For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat..”” (Matt.
25:34-35). The people who inherit in Christ’s family come from
every family, tribe, and nation. That is extraordinary in view of
his culture’s extremely high value on family inheritance.

Bystanders must have felt shocked when Jesus said, “Who is
my mother and who are my brothers?” He then pointed to his
disciples and said, “Here are my mother and my brothers. For
whoever does the will of my father in heaven is my brother and
sister and mother” (Matt. 12:48-50, Mark 3:33). One supposes
this may be an hyperbole, an exaggeration to give effect, but, still,
he was placing extremely high value on the relationships of the
kingdom as compared with family ties.

There is another surprise in John 19. Jesus apparently rede-
signs a family. Among his four brothers, one would suppose at
least one was still alive to look after Mary when Jesus, the oldest
son, died. John perhaps still had his father Zebedee to look after.
Further, James would live a few more years until he died in per-
secution (Acts 12:2). Why did Jesus ask John and Mary to treat
each other as mother and son? Did the new family mean more?
That is astounding.

The gospels significantly place human family in a lesser posi-
tion of importance to Christ’s family. In fact, commentators have
not known how to interpret some of Jesus’ seemingly anti-family
statements: “And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sis-
ters or father or mother or wife or children or fields for my sake
will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life”
(Matt. 19:29). It is possible that Christ’s main point is his expla-
nation of how to inherit eternal life. Perhaps Jesus was trying to
get people away from their fixations on the family’s earthly in-
heritance. This interpretation would fit, too, with “if you want
to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and
you will have treasure in heaven. Then come follow me” (Matt.
19:21) and “T have come to turn a man against his father, a daugh-
ter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-
in-law” (Matt. 10:35). Perhaps it is noteworthy that these verses
occur in Matthew’s gospel, the one above all the others written
for the Jews. Perhaps Jesus’ Jewish contemporaries would have
disliked the message, but may have needed it the most.

John, too, writes in his epistles as if the church has become the
family of the believers. He writes of his beloved children and of



fathers, brothers, and sisters (1 John 2:1, 1214, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4, 21; 2
John 1, 4, 13; 3 John 3, 5).

Marriage from Paul’s perspective

Although Paul wished for others the celibacy he enjoyed, he rec-
ognized just as clearly the joys of marriage and defended mar-
ried life. Throughout 1 Corinthians 7, he advocates and demon-
strates the breadth of the principle of totally reciprocal relations
between husband and wife. He recognizes for each the right to
sexual satisfaction, a level of authority over the other’s body, and
the right to choose temporary celibacy in order to pray and still
be respected. The mutuality of marriage becomes considerate
and cheerful living for the other—“how he can please his wife . . .
how she can please her husband” (1 Cor. 7:3).

Inheritance in the gospel view

In the New Testament, women are heirs of God just as much as
men are. Jesus parable of the sheep and goats shows all people
are welcome to inherit from God: “Come, you who are blessed
by my Father. Take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for
you since the creation of the world” (Matt. 25:34). Paul expected
his whole congregation, not just the men, to inherit from God
“his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance
among all those who are sanctified” (Acts 20:32). He also wrote
of “the Father who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of
his people in the kingdom of light” (Col. 1:12)."

Peter, too, sees all members of the Christian family as heirs:
“He has given us new birth into a living hope and into an inheri-
tance that can never perish, spoil, or fade” (1 Pet. 1:3-4). He even
reminds husbands that their wives are also heirs: “Husbands, in
the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat
them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of
the gracious gift of life” (1 Pet. 3: 7).

This gives a vital point. If women are competent to inherit
from God, surely they are competent to inherit from their own
fathers and mothers. We can rest assured that it is biblical for
both sons and daughters to inherit family property, for wives to
inherit upon their husbands’ deaths (which does not happen un-
der patrilineage), and, consequently, for a wife to have an equal
say with her husband over their joint property before a death.

Assessment

Some of the statements of Jesus about family seem hard to un-
derstand. What we can learn, however, is that he wanted the new
family of believers to be a high priority in the lives of his people.
He also wanted them in their human families to leave behind
their fixations with property, money, and who would receive the
inheritance, thus enabling couples to place top priority on their
marriages ahead of all other family commitments. Jesus wanted
couples to be bonded, united, at one in every possible area, plac-
ing loyalty to each other ahead of loyalty to the family line. This
is not so difficult to understand, and Jesus taught it clearly, re-
iterating the words given at the beginning of Genesis: “For this
reason, a man shall leave his father and mother and be united

with his wife and they will become one flesh.” These directions
apply to us in our families and ministries as well. The gospel goal
is to transform unjust structures. How should we respond to in-
justice within families? The “new commandment” of the New
Testament is to become a community of equals, not by descent
or marriage, but by adoption into God’s family. How does this
influence our thinking?

For example, in the New Testament, Mary made a decision to
become the mother of the Christ child without being controlled
by her father, or husband-to-be, or his father. In regard to care
for the elderly, we notice it was his wife’s mother who lived in Pe-
ter’s house (Mark 1:30-31). For an example in our time, in many
marriage services, the bride and groom each say, “With all my
worldly goods I thee endow [My money will be yours].” This gives
finances to each other. Modern legal systems often include a mat-
rimonial property act so that wives may own property, and many
allow for an equal division of property at the time of divorce. A
country such as India, where patrilineal thinking remains strong,
has legislated that siblings should inherit equally, though this is
not yet enforced. As believers, we know that every one of us re-
ceives from God and is a responsible decision-making entity, not
controlled by parents or husband to the advantage of an earthly
family, but responsible to God: “You then, why do you judge
your brother or sister? Or why do you treat your brother or sister
with contempt? For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat”
(Rom. 14:10).

Potential results of this theology of the generations

In many homes and societies around the world, this “theology of
the new family” could curtail the control and posturing by older
generations as well as that by men. We do not want to continue to
live out unjust treatment of younger family members or women
and girls, simulating the feudalism of the Middle Ages or the era
of slavery. In societies where this tendency is particularly strong,
it is high time for Christians to see the injustice of patriarchy and
patrilineal inheritance and to work for change.

The agents of change are people. If Christians teach and prac-
tice that each couple starts a new family, committed first to each
other, while still maintaining cordial relations with both birth
families, we could banish many sins that have invaded our think-
ing. Then we could model a family life of greater justice for all,
men and women, boys and girls.

Husbands and wives would talk together as equals. They
would together plan for themselves, their children, money, jobs,
and responsibilities in their extended families. Pastors and all
Christians would teach the equality of husbands and wives and
the need for their primary relationship to be to each other, even
while they retained commitments as members of families.

Counselors and all Christians would teach that a couple is a
new family that all should encourage in its relationship together.
This message would be emphasized in premarital and marital
counseling. Marriage services would reflect the starting of a new
family with primary and mutual commitment to each other.
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In South Asia, where I work, one could write an astound-
ing list of changes that could follow from taking seriously this
biblical theology of the generations. There would be no violence
against women and girls in homes, since “God hates violence”
(Mal. 2:16). Women would be respected in their own right as
equally made in the image of God, equally valued by God, and
equally valued in marriage. Parents would not sinfully prefer
sons, nor abort unborn baby daughters. If a wife is beaten, she
would go to the pastor, and he would retrain the husband, or
discipline him.

Nobody would ask or give dowry. If they wished to do so,
parents of both bride and groom would give gifts to the new
family (not to the young man’s parents). Young men would re-
fuse dowry. Pastors would refuse to perform the marriage if any
dowry changed hands. (They would make the effort to ask, since
these things are kept quiet.) Preachers would praise as honorable
young men and their parents who refuse to take dowry.

No mother would discriminate against her daughters in as-
sessing their value to the family or in distributing food or ensur-
ing education or health, and none would marry their daughters
off under eighteen years of age.'*> Sons would not be spoiled or al-
lowed to grow up believing that men have privileges that women
do not have. Widows would not be deprived of their marital fam-
ily property, and brothers and sisters would inherit equally from
their parents. Elderly parents would be cared for by daughters,
sons, or both.

Let us work for families with the beauty of leaving, cleaving,
and oneness, with no internal domination or control, the kind
that God intended at the beginning.

Notes

1. Forty percent of people with HIV and AIDS are innocent wives
and children.

2. Scripture citations are from the New International Version (UK)
unless otherwise noted.

3. Tam indebted for these thoughts on primogeniture to my brother
David Baldwin.

4. God predicted rather than prescribed (ordered) at this point.

5. William L. Countryman, Dirt, Greed, and Sex: Sexual Ethics in the
New Testament and their Implications for Today (London: SCM Press,
1989), 174.

6. A priest was allowed to mourn the death of parents, siblings, or
children. He could not mourn his wife or his married sister (Lev. 21:1-4).

7. This failure was apparent in continued control by members of the
older generation: Isaac trying to give special privileges to his older son,
Esau; Jacob continuing to make the decisions for his adult sons when
famine struck, etc.

8. Some examples of “father’s house”: “The Lord said to Abram, ‘Go
from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land
I will show you™ (Gen. 12:1). Abraham told his servant to “go to my fa-
ther’s family and to my own clan, and get a wife for my son” (Gen. 24:38).
Saul requested of David, “Now swear to me by the Lord that you will not
kill off my descendants or wipe out my name from my father’s family”
(1 Sam. 24:21). “T confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my
ancestral family (literally “father’s house”), have committed against you”
(Neh. 1:6). “If you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the
Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will
perish” (Esth. 4:14).

9. “Then the elders of his town shall summon him and talk to him.
If he persists in saying, T do not want to marry her; his brother’s widow
shall go up to him in the presence of the elders, take off one of his san-
dals, spit in his face and say, “This is what is done to the man who will not
build up his brother’s family line. That man’s line shall be known in Israel
as The Family of the Unsandaled” (Deut. 25:8-10).

10. “If brothers are living together and one of them dies without a
son, his widow must not marry outside the family. Her husband’s broth-
er shall take her and marry her and fulfil the duty of a brother-in-law to
her. The first son she bears shall carry on the name of the dead brother so
that his name will not be blotted out from Israel” (Deut. 25:5-6).

11. In recent academic discussion of the meaning of feudalism, it is
still apparent that most aspects of life were managed by sworn “lordship”
and control. Today, it is more often a perjorative term describing some-
thing outdated or unfair.

12. See also Eph. 1:14, 18; Col. 3:24.

13. Still today in India, more than one-third of young women aged
seventeen or less are already married.
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The Splendor of Marriage

ROGER NICOLE

The greatness of marriage is surely evident by its chronological
place in the divine plan of creation, its crucial importance in the
permanency and development of the human race, and the pivotal
place of the great statement of Genesis 2:24:

A man will leave his father and mother and be united with his
wife, and they will become one flesh. (TNIV)

This pronouncement is not merely a part of the biblical narra-
tive; Jesus presented it as a statement of God himself: “ . . the
Creator . . . said” (Matt. 19:4-5). Paul emphasizes that “our bodies
are members of Christ himself” (1 Cor. 6:15-16) and that sexual
intercourse, even when thought to be a “casual incident,” involves
the unity spoken of in “the two will become one flesh” When
discussing the nature and obligation of Christian marriage, Paul
also quotes this passage (Eph. 5:31) and adds:

This is a great mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the
church. (Eph. 5:32)

As it is proper for any plan of a purposing being, what is at the
end is really the aim from the start of the whole approach. Thus,
while sexual reproduction is perceived as a major method of the
reproduction of life, its presence in plants and animals is only
a step in the supreme significance of human marriage in God’s
counsel, which is the culmination of the whole process of divine
creation.

Already in the Old Testament, the union in human marriage
is illustrative of the relation of God to his people Israel. This is
strikingly exhibited in the whole book of Hosea and may be
found in other prophetic writings: Isaiah 1:21, 62:5; Micah 1:7;
Jeremiah 2:20-25, 3:1-3, 6-10, 13:25-27; Ezekiel 16:15-43, 23:1-49.
John the Baptist called Jesus “the bridegroom” (John 3:29), an ex-
pression that Jesus also used with reference to himself (Matt. 9:15,
Mark 2:19, Luke 5:34). This concept is also implicit in the parables
of the wedding feast (Matt. 22:1-14) and of the ten virgins (Matt.
25:1-13). In Ephesians 5:22-23, Paul grounds his prescriptions for
Christian marriage on its parallelism with the union of Christ
and his church.

If we ask what is the climactic terminal of God’s saving pur-
pose, we naturally turn to the end of the great book of Revela-
tion (Rev. 19:7, 9; 21:2-3, 9, 22, 23; 22:4-5). There, we find that the
consummation of history is the wedding feast of the Lamb. This
is the fulfillment of the great promises of Jesus:

I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may
be where I am. (John 14:3)

You will realize that I am in my Father and you are in me, and
[ am in you. (John 14:20)

Remain in me, and I also remain in you. (John 15:4)

... they may be one as we are one. (John 17:11)

... all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I
am in you. (John 17:21)

... may they be one as we are one: I in them and you in me.
(John 17:22-23)

Human marriage is the divinely ordained foreshadowing and an-
titype. Christ’s marriage to the church is the divinely ordained
fulfillment and type: “This is a profound mystery . . . talking
about Christ and the church” (Eph. 5:32).

The eschaton will reveal the full unity among the three per-
sons of the Trinity, and, specifically, between the Father and the
Son (John 10:30); the full unity among all of God’s redeemed
people as the church (Acts 20:28, Eph. 5:30); and the full marital
unity between the incarnate Son and the church (Eph. 5:29-31).
The three unities will be manifested in their indissoluble tie with
one another. One might venture to say that God’s purpose in cre-
ation and redemption is to provide a bride for the Son!

It is not surprising, therefore, that Satan has made a spe-
cial effort to drag into the mud of evil the sublime purpose of
God. Fornication, promiscuity, prostitution, cohabitation with-
out permanent commitment, adultery, incest, rape, homosexu-
ality, pedophilia, bestiality, eroticism, indecency, pornography,
and all kinds of sexual excesses and perversions, in which our
cultures seem to be drenched, are so many ways in which Sa-
tan attempts to deride and degrade the holy purpose of God. In
each of these, Satan sneers, “That is what I think of your master
purpose.”

Surely, it behooves us to consider how seriously God has pun-
ished immorality in the burning of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen.
19), in the divine command to wipe out the Canaanites (Deut.
7:2), in the demise of great civilizations of the past (Egyptian,
Babylonian, Persian, Greek, Roman).

How important it is, therefore, to oppose steadfastly such
trends, not by asceticism or divorce, or by an undue emphasis on
the single life, but by a wholehearted commitment to the marital
union, the family, and the home, and a resolute opposition to the
destructive trends that surround us on all sides.

ROGER NICOLE taught theology at Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary (1945-1986) and Reformed Theological Seminary (1989—
2000). His publications include Standing Forth (2002) and Our Sov-

ereign Saviour (2002). He is one of the founding
members of Christians for Biblical Equality. A biog-
raphy of Dr. Nicole by David Bailey is titled Speak-
ing the Truth in Love: The Life and Legacy of Roger J
Nicole (Vestavia Hills, Ala.: Solid Ground Christian ==y
Books, 2006).
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Equality

Hand in hand, I know thee.
Heart to heart, I love thee.

Side by side, walk near thee.
Face to face, work with thee.

One hope, in Him we re set free.
pPe,

JULIE AMOS is an aspiring novelist, writer of children’s stories, poet, and
full-time homemaker. She, her husband Mel, and their son Scott, age 15,
attend a church in Lancashire, England.
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Book Review: Marriage at the Crossroads: Couples in Conversation

about Discipleship, Gender Roles, Decision Making and Intimacy
By William and Aida Spencer and Steve and Celestia Tracy (IVP, 2009)

REVIEWED BY ALICE MATHEWS

Many of us have longed for a sane, nuanced conversation around
differing viewpoints on gender issues in marriage. The Spencers
and Tracys have given us that conversation in this fine book. This
is not a debate pitting egalitarian against complementarian and
vice versa. This is a genuine con-
versation in which each couple
has laid out their beliefs about the
nature of Christian marriage, is-
sues of headship and submission,
marital roles and decision mak-
ing, and, finally intimacy. After
exchanging these extended essays,
the two couples then looked to see
the areas of agreement and the ar-
eas of difference. To their surprise,
in several areas, there was far more
agreement than disagreement. In
the process, they came to under-
stand in a deeper way the rationale used by the other couple. The
conversation is honest and respectful.

Both couples have been in Christian ministry for many years;
all four are seminary trained, and three of them have earned doc-
torates in biblical studies and theology. Thus, the conversation
includes in-depth biblical exegesis and theological reflection. At
the same time, the essays reflect a common-sense awareness of
the pitfalls in marriage in a fallen world. The writers illustrate
their understanding of biblical teaching out of their decades of
personal experience in marriage. The Tracys, in particular, be-
cause of the nature of their counseling and teaching ministry, use
social science findings amply to undergird their position on the
meaning of headship for them.

An added benefit in this conversation is that the couples then
invited three other couples to read the essays and comment on
them as they applied to their own contexts. The Hispanic cou-
ple noted the potential positive and negative impact of the ex-
tended Latino family on marriages. The Asian couple brought in
the family expectations from immigrant parents that their mar-
ried children give priority to making a lot of money and living
in a big impressive house—factors that can work against a godly
marriage. The African American couple noted a possible nega-
tive impact of an egalitarian approach to marriage on African
American men who “have been marginalized in America, [and]
... may feel they are losing power in the home” (203-04). It is
critically important that writers consider how ideas that seem
rational, even self-evident, in one culture may have unintended
consequences in another.

My quibbles with elements in the book are small. As one
trained in the social sciences, I prefer sociology’s distinction
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William & Aida Spencer

Steve & Celestia Tracy

between sex and gender over Webster’s Dictionary’s equation
of these two terms. The social sciences suggest the term sex
should be used for all physiological differences between male
and female; the term gender should be reserved for those things
that are socially learned as culturally acceptable expressions of
masculinity and femininity. God did not create two genders; he
created two sexes. When the biological and the socially learned
are conflated in one single term, it is an easy step to assume that
what men and women have learned from the culture about being
masculine or feminine is part of the creation mandate. The Tra-
cys made a number of references to brain studies in support of
gender differences. These sex differences are examples of the bio-
logical difference built into the male and female, and they cannot
be dismissed. At the same time, what society has made of these
fundamental differences has often distorted God’s creational in-
tention; thus, these are issues of gender.

My other quibble was with the frequent use of the word head-
ship in the complementarian section of the book on “Headship’
and Submission” This is not a biblical term; it does not appear
anywhere in the biblical texts. It is a contemporary creation that
carries freight beyond what the texts legitimate. As Sarah Sumner
has pointed out, the logical pairs of words in Ephesians 5:21-33
are “head/body” and “submit/love.”* The marital relationship has
the intrinsic unity of a head with its body, and the body parts
submit to one another because one part of the body cannot say
it has no need of another part; we love [respect] our body parts
because we know they are integral to full functioning.

My quibbles aside, this book will help all Christians come to a
deeper appreciation of the miracle of marriage as God intended
it. The Spencers and Tracys show us in practical ways how a good
and godly marriage works. The template comes from the Scrip-
tures. In the hands of these thoughtful handlers of the word of
God, the glory of marriage shines through virtually every page.

Notes

1. Sarah Sumner, Men and Women in the Church: Building Consen-
sus on Christian Leadership (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press,
2003), 162-64.

ALICE MATHEWS, Ph.D., is Academic Dean and Lois W. Bennett Dis-
tinguished Professor Emerita of Educational Min-
istries and Women's Ministries at Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary. Her books include A Wom-
an God Can Use (1990), A Woman Jesus Can Teach
(1991), Preaching that Speaks to Women (2003), and
Marriage Made in Eden (2004). She is widely known
for her participation in the daily RBC Ministries ra-

dio program Discover the Word and speaks regu-
larly at women's retreats, conferences, and churches.
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Book Review
Saving Women: Retrieving Evangelistic Theology and Practice

By Laceye C. Warner (Baylor University Press, 2007)

REVIEWED By JOHN LOMMEL

The church’s patriarchal past (and present) is notorious for hiding
and diluting the work of women for the kingdom of God. Lac-
eye C. Warner removes the shadow from the evangelistic work
of seven women from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in
her book Saving Women: Retrieving Evangelistic Theology and
Practice. Dr. Warner is the associate dean for academic formation
and associate professor of the practice of evangelism and Method-
ist studies at Duke Divinity School. Her purpose in writing this
book is that, “by retrieving historical precedents for evangelistic
practices broadly conceived, significant models may be cultivated
for a contemporary church that often struggles with its identity
and purpose” (5), while also providing an “historical theology
of women’s contributions to evangelistic ministries” (6). Warner
summarizes the lives and ministries of Dorothy Ripley, Sarah and
Angelina Grimkg¢, Julia A. J. Foote, Frances E. Willard, Helen Bar-
rett Montgomery, and Mary McLeod Bethune in such a flowing
narrative that one feels intimately engaged with each woman.

Ripley followed the itinerant evangelistic ministry model of
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, but also at-
tacked slavery in the United States and preached to the enslaved
Africans. She received approbation from President Jefferson to
preach to the slaves in order to legitimize her work among them.
Ripley considered all peoples to be from one blood, and thus be-
lieved all needed to hear the gospel. Warner observes, “Ripley’s
example legitimates an evangelistic theology that subverts the tra-
dition of limited atonement by offering the gospel to all” (268).

The Grimké sisters worked hard for women’s rights and the
abolition of slavery, but also added important evangelistic theo-
logical contributions. The Grimkés developed an idea of sin that
included a lack of self rather than an excess of pride. This lack of
self then penetrates every aspect of society. Such an expansion of
the definition of sin to include social and institutional dimensions
also expands the realm of evangelism. Salvation, then, becomes
empowerment to become all that God has designed a person to
be, which includes education for women and slaves. This empow-
erment then breaks institutionalized sin. Although not all may
agree with the Grimkés’ view of sin, the modern church needs to
grapple with the complexities of sin on the global scale.

Julia A. J. Foote, an African American evangelist in the late
nineteenth century, was the first woman in the African Meth-

JOHN LOMMEL is the Academic Vice President at
Alaska Christian College, a school focused on Na-
tive Alaskan young people. He received his M.Div.
and Th.M. from Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary in Boston. He is blessed to be married
to Kristen, to have Lydia as his daughter, and to

have another child coming in August.
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odist Episcopal Zion Church to receive ordination. When she
first experienced sanctification, she felt led to preach, but did
not believe that the Bible allowed a woman that vocation. Af-
ter realizing the Bible supports women preaching, she began an
evangelistic career that included working for ecclesiastical rights
and racial reconciliation. She felt that sanctified people would
naturally work against the sin of racial prejudice and segregation.
Foote showed that “a careful evangelistic theology avoids both
extremes of works righteousness and antinominianism allowing
persons and communities to experience a living transformation”
(271), an important balancing act for the contemporary church.

Willard focused her evangelistic ministry through the Na-
tional Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, using evangelism
to spread the temperance message along with advancing women’s
suffrage. The evangelistic meetings coupled with the temperance
message led to the formation of a women’s church. Frances Wil-
lard demonstrated, which the contemporary church is again
coming to understand, that social responsibility must be part of
any comprehensive evangelistic theology (272).

Montgomery’s was one of the earliest New Testament transla-
tions by a woman, and her book The Bible and Missions predates
the same themes by Karl Barth. She was also the first woman
to serve as president of the Northern Baptist Convention while
being extremely active in the women’s ecumenical missionary
movement. Montgomery provides an important critique to many
churches that evangelistic theology must rely upon the entire sal-
vation narrative, including both the Old and New Testaments.

Bethune was the first African American woman to establish
a four-year institution of higher learning for African Americans.
This, along with her work toward racial reconciliation, empha-
sized physical needs equally with spiritual needs as a focus in
evangelism. Bethune showed that “a faithful evangelistic theol-
ogy does not ignore the present implications of salvation for an
eschatology that merely looks to a future reward” (276).

Warner does a wonderful job of condensing the lives and work
of these women. If the contemporary church would embrace
their practices, its influence in this post-evangelical, postmodern
society would increase (one can see such practices in the Emerg-
ing Church Movement'). Saving Women: Retrieving Evangelistic
Theology and Practice will spark conversation among leaders and
churches about more effective and holistic evangelism. We would
do well to learn from the lives of these women.

1. Doug Pagitt and Tony Jones, eds., An Emergent Manifesto of Hope
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2007) and Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger,
Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in Postmodern Cul-
tures (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2005) provide the most comprehen-
sive understanding of the Emerging Church. In reading these books, one
will quickly see how the Emerging Church is embracing the principles of
the women in Saving Women.
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We believe in the family, celibate singleness, and faithful hetero-
sexual marriage as God’s design.

We believe that, as mandated by the Bible, men and women are
to oppose injustice.

*Does not include membership benefits.
Tax-Deductible Contribution $
TOTAL s

CBE is an exempt organization as described in IRS Sec. 501(c)(3), so donations
may qualify as a charitable contributions where allowed by law.

Payment Method
O Check/Money Order (payable to Christians for Biblical Equality)
O Visa [ MasterCard ([ Discover J American Express

ACCOUNT NUMBER EXPIRATION DATE

VERIFICATION CODE (the four digits on the top right corner of American
Express cards or final three digits found on the back of other cards)

SIGNATURE

CBE Membership Please mail or fax this form to:
Christians for Biblical Equality
122 W. Franklin Ave, Suite 218 ¢ Minneapolis, MN 55404-2451
PHONE: (612) 872-6898 # FAX: (612) 872-6891
E-MAIL: cbe@cbeinternational.org
JOIN ONLINE: www.cbeinternational.org

CBE membership is available to those who support CBE’s Statement
of Faith. Members receive CBE’s quarterly publications, Mutuality
magazine and Priscilla Papers journal. Members are eligible for dis-
counts on items from Equality Depot bookstore, including books,
articles, tapes, and videos. Members are also offered discounts on all
international CBE conferences.
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CBE Members Save!
15% on CBE Bookstore resources

and 50% on CBE recordings.
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Order or become a member today!

www.equalitydepot.com
612.872.6898
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Beyond Abuse in the
Christian Home

Catherine Clark Kroeger, Nancy
Nason-Clark, and Barbara
Fisher-Townsend

Born out of the cries,
confusion, and frustration of
the people of God, this book is
an edited collection of papers,
presentations, and discussions
from a group of therapists,
sociologists, domestic violence
experts, clergy, biblical
scholars, and survivors.

Water From a Deep Well:
Christian Spirituality from Early
Martyrs to Modern Missionaries
Gerald L. Sittser

In this book, Sittser opens
to us the rich history of
spirituality, letting us gaze at
the practices and stories of
believers from the past who
had the same thirst for God
that we do today.

Real Life Marriage:
It’'s Not About Me
Tim and Anne Evans

Instead of defining marriage
as just one of the institutions
of society, the authors place
it within the broad context of
the nature of God, who is the
original and eternal community
of oneness. This book vividly
describes the shape that
marriage takes when it
conforms to God’s creational
intent for it.

The Gospel of Ruth:
Loving God Enough to Break
the Rules

Carolyn Custis James

This story of two women who
have lost everything contains

a profound message: God
created women not to live in
the shadowy margins of men or
of the past, but to emerge as
courageous activists for

his kingdom.



