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. . . greet you in the Lord.

The previous issue of Priscilla Papers was 
themed, “Conference Papers.” My editorial 
in that issue explained that much of what we 
publish has already been read—field tested, 
so to speak—at an academic or professional 
conference. I described such gatherings as 

seedbeds for journal articles. While my description was not 
wrong, conferences are not the only source for our material.

If we broaden our scope to a global and centuries-long view, 
it becomes clear that the church’s primary source of biblical 
interpretation and application has been preaching.

Priscilla Papers began publishing sermons six years ago, for 
the purpose of serving the church. Since then, we have published 
nine sermons and ninety-six articles. This ratio (about ten to 
one) will continue, with the exception of the current issue.

This issue of Priscilla Papers borrows its theme from Romans 
10:14, “. . . how will they hear without a preacher?” In the pages 
that follow, we offer six sermons, three by women and three by 
men. Following these sermons are a response to Aimee Byrd’s 
book, Recovering from Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (a 
response that could indeed be used as a sermon), and a review of 
Ben Witherington’s book, Priscilla: The Life of an Early Christian.

Because of this theme of preaching, especially women 
preaching, I am going to continue this editorial by borrowing 
from two CBE past publications.


The first is a blog entry I wrote for CBE in 2013.

On that day a great persecution broke out against the 
church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were 
scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. Godly men 
buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. But Saul 
began to destroy the church. Going from house to 
house, he dragged off both men and women and put 
them in prison. Those who had been scattered preached 
the word wherever they went. (Acts 8:1b-4 NIV)

The above paragraph from Acts includes six actions:

•	 Persecution breaks out. Clearly this persecution is 
against men and women.

•	 Believers are scattered. The text says, “all except the 
apostles” are scattered, which would of course include 
men and women.

•	 Stephen is buried. The text clarifies that men do this, 
perhaps because all other actions in the passage pertain 
to both men and women.

•	 Saul begins to destroy the church. Again, men and women.
•	 Believers are dragged off to prison. Here the text 

specifies that both men and women are imprisoned.
•	 Scattered believers preach the word. Given that “all 

except the apostles” are scattered in v. 1, when v. 4 refers 
to “those who had been scattered” we have no reason to 
infer that only men are meant.

This paragraph of Acts is one text that calls into question the oft-
heard claim that the NT contains no record of women preaching. 
The verb here is  euangelizo, which  Luke uses numerous times. 
In the Gospel of Luke, for example, it describes the preaching of 
John the Baptist (3:18), of the Twelve (9:6), and of Jesus himself 
(4:18, 43; 7:22; 8:1; 20:1). In Acts the word describes the preaching 
of the apostles (5:42), Philip (8:12, 35, 40), Peter and John (8:25), 
Paul and Barnabas (13:32; 14:7, 15, 21; 15:35; 17:18), and others 
(11:20, 16:10). Indeed, Acts 8:4 testifies to women preachers in the 
earliest church!


The second is adapted from an article I wrote for Priscilla Papers 
in 2011.

Scholarly consensus  affirms that Phoebe delivered Paul’s 
letter to the Christians of Rome. The apostle demonstrates that 
no discrimination or preference between male and female is to 
be tolerated, because he sends his letter to  Rome  by the hand 
of a woman and sends greetings to numerous other key women 
(Priscilla, Junia, etc.) in the same letter.

Phoebe’s role as deliverer of Paul’s letter to the Romans can be 
described in stages. First, she was chosen. Phoebe’s record of service 
and generosity as patron and deacon earned Paul’s respect and trust 
and made her a candidate for the important task of delivering his 
letter. Moreover, she presumably possessed other characteristics 
which influenced Paul’s choice, such as dependability, education, 
and, as we will see shortly, rhetorical skill.

Second, Phoebe would have undergone preparation for the 
task. She may have received advice from one of Paul’s other 
letter carriers; after all, Timothy was among Paul’s companions 
when he wrote to the Romans (Rom 16:21). Paul’s envoys were 
surrogates for Paul himself, so he certainly made his aims clear 
to Phoebe, including elucidating for her such a lengthy and 
substantive letter. He may have advised her about handling 
certain questions.

Third, the heart of Phoebe’s task was to present the letter to 
the  house churches of  Rome. This would involve reading the 
letter aloud to the gathered recipients, of whom many would 
have had limited reading skills. This reading has been described 
as “oral performance” because it summoned the rhetorical skills 
of the reader, such as voice inflection, facial expression, and 
gesticulation. Moreover, a well-prepared reader served also as 
interpreter of the letter, with authority to speak for the author in 
order to communicate with clarity both the letter’s content and 
the author’s tone.

Paul knew that oral performers would inevitably color the 
message with their own personality and speech habits. Separated 
from the recipients, Paul depended on a third party to present his 
written word and to translate his thought and intention when the 
messages were performed before an assembly.

In the modern church, we have a title for a person who stands 
before a gathered congregation and with rhetorical skill delivers a 
prepared message based on Scripture. That title is preacher.

I Tertius . . .
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A Biblical Model for Marriage
a sermon by Amy Bost Henegar

Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.

Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the 
Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife just as 
Christ is the head of the church, the body of which he is 
the Savior. Just as the church is subject to Christ, so also 
wives ought to be, in everything, to their husbands.

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the 
church and gave himself up for her, in order to make 
her holy by cleansing her with the washing of water 
by the word, so as to present the church to himself in 
splendor, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the 
kind—yes, so that she may be holy and without blemish. 
In the same way, husbands should love their wives as 
they do their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves 
himself. For no one ever hates his own body, but he 
nourishes and tenderly cares for it, just as Christ does 
for the church, because we are members of his body. 
“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother 
and be joined to his wife, and the two will become one 
flesh.” This is a great mystery, and I am applying it to 
Christ and the church. Each of you, however, should 
love his wife as himself, and a wife should respect her 
husband. (Eph 5:21–33 NRSV)

When a person searches the Scriptures for instructions 
regarding Christian marriage, they often find their way to Eph 
5:22–33. These verses have been read in our wedding ceremonies, 
embroidered onto beautiful wall hangings for our homes, 
and have ultimately shaped the climate and the character of 
generations of Christian marriages. Unfortunately, we have 
a tendency to read these words without looking at the greater 
context in which they were spoken. If we do look at the context, 
we will come to understand that the apostle Paul is doing 
something far different from what we might think. He is not 
discussing gender roles within a family. He is not delineating a 
biblical blueprint for marriage. He is not doing what we think he 
is doing, but if we look closely, we just might discover what he is 
trying to do in this passage. And we just may realize that what 
he is doing is of utmost importance.

Ephesians 4, 5, and 6 provide a full, lengthy description 
of the characteristics, perspectives, and attitudes that should 
define and shape the Christian community. Throughout these 
three chapters Paul paints a picture of a community that is 
uniquely Christian. He tries desperately, using long sentences 
and numerous examples, to communicate the spirit, the ethos, 
the atmosphere that should typify these new worshiping 
communities. He takes great pains to illustrate how faith in 
Jesus and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit will be manifested 
in this brand-new type of community—a community vastly 
different from anything they had ever seen or known.

This community is one of humility, gentleness, and patience, 
where people bear with one another in love, making every effort 
to maintain unity and peace. It is a community of people who 
have put away their former ways of life and are being renewed 
according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and 
holiness. A community where people are kind and tenderhearted 
to one another. A community marked by forgiveness. Members 
of this community are imitators of God, since they know they 
are God’s beloved children. And they live in love because they 
believe Christ loves them and gave himself up for them. Paul 
ends his effusive description of the Christian community with 
this admonition: “Be subject to one another out of reverence for 
Christ” (Eph 5:21 NRSV).

It is only after spending two chapters describing the spiritual 
qualities and moral character that should define the Christian 
community that Paul specifically addresses four groups of 
people. These four groups are wives, children, slaves, and 
male heads of households. The four groups would have been 
immediately recognized by those who received the original letter 
because Roman society was organized through households, 
each typically led by a man who functioned as father, husband, 
and slaveholder. Because the earliest Christian churches met in 
homes and this social reality was in place long before the arrival 
of Christianity, the churches inherited the structure.

It is important to note that a full half of Paul’s instructions in 
Eph 5:22–25 are directed to one type of person—the male heads 
of households. Also vital to the interpretation of this passage is 
the fact that in the Roman world, marriage was not based on love. 
It could not be assumed that a husband loved his wife. Marriage 
was initiated on economics and a need to produce offspring, not 
on love. However, Paul specifically commands husbands to love 
their wives. He says this not once, and not twice, but three times 
(Eph 5:25, 28, 33). To first-century ears this command would 
sound peculiar, perhaps even subversive.1

Because of the love God has shown them through Jesus, 
men are being called to love and serve their wives, to nurture 
their children and treat them with respect, and to treat those 
they have enslaved as persons of full dignity, recognizing that 
they are all equally slaves to God (Eph 6:4, 9). Far from seeking 
to canonize the Roman household structure as God’s will for 
all time, Paul is demonstrating how the gospel of Jesus would 
affect and transform even the most rigidly established of social 
structures. The social privilege, the entitlement given by law to 
men is being stripped away, as Christian men are challenged to 
imitate Jesus by living lives of love and service. They are being 
called into relationships of mutuality, not only with their wives, 
but with all of those under their social authority. Paul does not 
attempt to dismantle the Roman authority structure, but rather 
he sows the seeds of the gospel that have the power to eventually 
undermine the entire hierarchical system. 
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New Testament scholar Cynthia Westfall explains it this way:

Within the church, the authority structure was far 
different than in the home and in the public venue for 
both men and women. The early church almost spoke 
a different language: men and women were brothers 
and sisters as equal heirs. Any sense of rule based on 
categories of position and privilege is removed. God 
is the believer’s only patron, and Jesus Christ is the 
only mediator. No one but God was a father to the 
community. On the other hand, Paul could be a father 
to the churches that he planted or function as a mentor 
even while he made himself a slave to all. A leader is 
to respect all the older believers like their own fathers 
and mothers (1 Tim. 5:1–2), while the leaders described 
themselves with low-status titles such as “slave,” 
“servant,” and “shepherd.”2

In contrast to ancient Roman society, many modern cultures 
place high value on freedom, justice, and equality among people, 
especially in close relationships. Many people do marry for love 
and see marriage as a partnership between two consenting adults 
with equal rights and equal influence. We believe that marriage 
is based on mutuality and reciprocity. Therefore, when our ears 
hear the instructions for husbands to “love their wives,” it sounds 
normal. We assume Paul is instructing men to continue life as 
usual, being kind and loving to their wives just as we would 
expect any good man to do. But when we hear Paul’s instructions 
for wives to “submit to their husbands in everything,” we hear 
a counter-cultural command. Because of our cultural context, 
we assume Paul is calling wives who are disciples of Jesus into a 
challenging practice of gender-based submission.

Ironically, by reading the passage through our own cultural 
lens, we turn it on its head. The original listeners would have 
heard something completely opposite. They would have heard 
Christian husbands being called to act in a way that is counter-
cultural and challenging. Loving their wives as their own bodies 
was unheard of in their time! While wives were being called to 
do something that would appear to be quite normal—to continue 
being subject to their husbands as the culture required. The 
change for women was internal—to remember that their true 
master is God alone.

When we interpret this passage from our own cultural 
context, we are misunderstanding and misapplying Paul’s words. 
The error is serious and has caused, and continues to cause, far-
reaching damage. I remember, years ago when I was a student 
at Fuller Theological Seminary, hearing author Rebecca Merrill 
Groothuis speak. She explained that gender-based submission 
within marriage is unhelpful in good marriages, but deeply 
destructive in bad marriages.3 This struck me as true. In a good 
marriage, both partners love and respect each other. They submit 
to one another in love, listening, serving, and caring.

But if a marriage is fraught with conflict, if selfishness and 
deceit are present, if one or both partners are vying for control 
of the other, then a gender-based hierarchical framework simply 

furthers and complicates the problems. Feeling justified by 
biblical permission, men may engage in abusive, domineering 
behaviors, while women may resort to manipulation and passive-
aggressive behaviors. Relationships become more dysfunctional 
and destructive. Dysfunctional relationships are not the fruit of 
the gospel of peace. In fact, Jesus never encouraged his followers 
to embrace human hierarchy or ranking of any kind. It is Paul’s 
hope that the followers of Jesus will be a community of love and 
mutuality. It is his greatest desire that the unity he has taken great 
pains to describe will exist in all Christian relationships, from 
the smallest family units to the largest worshiping congregations. 

In conclusion, if we take care to understand Paul’s words 
correctly, we will indeed receive instructions for Christian 
marriage. And rather than wasting our energy trying to enforce 
an ancient culture’s hierarchical social structure, we will see 
how husbands and wives are called by God to “be subject to one 
another out of reverence for Christ” (Eph 5:21 NRSV). Instead 
of finding our hope in traditional gender roles, we will enjoy the 
freedom of true Christian community even in our homes. Our 
marriages will be shaped by the Spirit of God, as we treat each 
other “with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing 
with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the 
unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace…. giving thanks to God 
the Father at all times and for everything, in the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph 4:2–3, 5:20 NRSV).

Notes
1. See Gordon D. Fee, “The Cultural Context of Ephesians 5:18–6:9,” 

Priscilla Papers 16/1 (2002) 3–8.
2. Cynthia Long Westfall, Paul and Gender: Reclaiming the Apostle's 

Vision for Men and Women in Christ (Baker Academic, 2016) 249–50.
3. In researching this topic, I was saddened to learn that Rebecca 

Merrill Groothuis died in July of 2018. She influenced my thinking in 
important ways when I was quite young, and I will always be thankful for 
the important work she did to further the cause of biblical feminism. I 
pray for those who knew her and are missing her today. See the following 
tribute: Douglas Groothuis, “Rebecca Merrill Groothuis’s Contribution 
to Biblical Equality: A Personal Testimony and Lament,” Priscilla Papers 
29/3 (Summer 2015) 3–6.

AMY BOST HENEGAR is married to Matt. They 
live with their five children just outside of New York 
City. She has been a minister for the Manhattan 
Church of Christ in New York City since 2001, 
but began ministry as a hospital chaplain in Los 
Angeles. She holds a Doctor of Ministry from New York Theological 
Seminary, is a leader of the Community of Women Ministers, and is 
on the board of Eleven28 Ministries. She loves preaching, teaching, 
leading retreats and pastoral coaching with individuals and groups. 
Find her online at AmyBostHenegar.com.
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Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and 
guarded under the law until faith would be revealed. 
Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ 
came, so that we might be justified by faith. But now 
that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a 
disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all children 
of God through faith. As many of you as were baptized 
into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is 
no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, 
there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one 
in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you 
are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise. 
My point is this: heirs, as long as they are minors, are no 
better than slaves, though they are the owners of all the 
property; but they remain under guardians and trustees 
until the date set by the father. So with us; while we were 
minors, we were enslaved to the elemental spirits of the 
world. But when the fullness of time had come, God 
sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, in 
order to redeem those who were under the law, so that 
we might receive adoption as children. And because you 
are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our 
hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” So you are no longer a 
slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through 
God. (Gal 3:23–4:7 NRSV)

The year is 1591, in Scotland. A woman named Eufame MacLayne 
is pregnant with twins and goes into labour. The labour is difficult, 
physically and emotionally taxing. It is painful, so painful that 
she pleads with the midwives for relief. Out of compassion, they 
give her a strong pain-relief drug. She delivers her babies. The 
midwives’ choice seems reasonable to us, but in the sixteenth 
century it was illegal to use pain medication for childbirth.

The ecclesial authorities learn of this crime and bring the 
young mother, still recuperating from childbirth, before a 
tribunal. Her crime? Trying to lessen God’s curse on women. 
God mandated in Gen 3:16 that women, due to their sin of eating 
the fruit, should suffer during childbirth, and how dare Eufame 
MacLayne be so obsessed with her own freedom and bodily 
autonomy that she would absolve herself of God’s punishment 
on her gender! The church tribunal deemed her guilty. Her 
punishment was no mere parking ticket: She was burned at the 
stake. Let that sink in for a second.

In Gen 3:16, the woman’s pain in childbearing is increased, 
and this is a sign of the fallenness of our existence. The church in 
the sixteenth century deemed it their duty to enforce the curse, to 
enforce our fallenness, to enforce the consequences of sin. I find 
that tragically odd. One would think it is the church’s duty and 
pleasure to undo the curse. One would think!

Notice also in Gen 3:16 that, as a result of the man and the 
woman choosing to go against God, turning in blame toward 

one another, our lives as gendered individuals are marred by 
competition, and sadly, by patriarchy: “your desire shall be for 
your husband, and he shall rule over you” (Gen 3:16b NRSV). The 
companionship of one flesh in Gen 2:24 is sundered by sin: rather 
than mutuality—hierarchy; rather than reciprocity—domination.

Sadly, many churches to this day deem it their duty, much 
like the church did in Eufame MacLayne’s day, to enforce the 
curse, setting up barriers to women in ministry and refusing to 
recognize women in leadership, whether in the home or church 
or business or educational institutions.

The year is 1860. America stands on the brink of civil war 
between North and South, largely over the issue of slavery. 
The Baptist Convention had already broken asunder, as the 
North barred Southern Baptist slave-owning candidates from 
missionary work. Southern Baptist preachers defended the right 
to own slaves as biblical, and moreover, the right to own Black 
slaves, arguing that they are dark-skinned and, therefore, under 
the curse of Ham. Once again, the church felt a duty to enforce 
the consequences of sin, rather than undo them.

The churches of the North, led by Baptists like Francis 
Wayland, argued Scripture must be read through one’s conscience, 
which deems it unconscionable to own another human being. 
The South saw this as liberalism; the Bible has slavery. “The Bible 
says it, that settles it.”

The South, as history shows, lost the civil war; the slaves were 
freed. Still, in the wake of this defeat, many Southern leaders 
flowed into the ranks of the KKK and by night carried out 
brutal intimidation and lynchings. An estimated 5000 lynchings 
happened over the next decades.

We Canadians like to highbrow our American neighbours, 
but the city of Halifax tells of its own injustices. In 1960, those 
who lived in the community of Africville had their homes and 
their church building bulldozed and were forcibly relocated so 
that the MacKay Bridge could be built.

In the name of economic progress, the land and homes of the 
marginalized are always deemed a reasonable price.

The year is 2020. I drive into work today, and on the radio I 
hear about the fight of the indigenous Wet’suwet’en people over 
whether a pipeline can go over their land. If the Wet’suwet’en 
were White, would we be so eager to ignore their voice?

The dismissive mentality of many Canadians reflects an old 
habit of the colonizer who came empowered by the doctrine of 
discovery: if explorers found a land not governed by Christian 
lords, it was their right and duty to take over that land to absorb 
it into Christendom.

It was their duty to re-culture the native residents into 
Christian culture; the tragic folly of this is evident to us in the 
estimated 6000 children who died in the squalor and abuse of the 
residential school system.

The Spirit without Prejudice
a sermon by Spencer Miles Boersma
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I want to tell you that these horrible things were done by 
godless people, by those who do not know the Bible. The reality 
is far more sobering: All these deeds were perpetrated by those 
who cited chapter and verse to justify their injustice. This truth 
makes this message all the more urgent today. It makes the work 
of your studies, the holy fellowship I see in this room, all the 
more necessary. [This sermon was first preached in a seminary 
chapel.] As our eyes are enlightened by the Holy Spirit, the 
Bible must be never be read as permitting biases and injustices 
Scripture itself challenges.

We Must Read the Word of God with the Wind of God.

This sermon should not stand alone, for there are so many 
passages well-intending Christians have invoked to close down 
Scripture’s commitment to women’s equality: Eph 5, 1 Cor 11 and 
14, 1 Tim 2. I believe these several texts have often been read out 
of context, but I don’t have the time to explain each of them now. 
Nevertheless, I hope to impress upon you the necessity that we 
must read the Word of God with the Wind of God, Scripture by 
the Spirit: “for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life,” says Paul 
(2 Cor 3:6 NRSV).

We must read the Word of God with the Wind of God. Words 
spoken without breath will be nothing but a mute whisper in 
this world. Or, as William Newton Clarke, one of the first Baptist 
theologians to consider biblical equality for women’s ordination, 
writes in his profound little memoir, Sixty Years with the Bible, “I 
used to say the Bible closes me down to this, I now realize the Spirit 
of Scripture opens me up.”1 I hope to impress this on you today.

Why? Because the Holy Spirit opened Paul up, in Damascus 
first, and then, in Galatia, as we heard in today’s sermon text.

As the early church expanded beyond Judea, the apostles saw 
the Spirit’s reach exceed their grasp. The book of Acts shows the 
wonderful accounts of the Spirit disrupting and unsettling and 
spurring on and causing the church to reach out.

In Galatia, we see Gentiles coming to faith in Jesus Christ and 
wanting to be a part of existing communities of Jewish Christians. 
But this created a problem: if Gentiles wanted to be a part of the 
people of God, a group Paul called the Judaizers insisted they had 
to become Jewish (Gal 2:14).

How do you become Jewish? By submitting yourself to the law, 
which begins in its epitome, circumcision. As theologian Markus 
Barth pointed out, circumcision was the church’s first race issue.2 
Here a religious command becomes a racial issue. Jew: circumcised 
therefore clean; Gentiles: uncircumcised therefore unclean.

How did the Spirit open up Paul? He realized that the Spirit is 
without prejudice.

Because the Spirit is Without Prejudice, We are Justified 
by Our Faith.

“Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or by 
believing what you heard?” (Gal 3:2 NRSV). Did you do something to 
make God love you, or did God love you and you just had to trust it?

Gentiles who were not circumcised, who were not setting out to 
live out all 613 laws of the OT, or to become Jews by circumcision, 
nevertheless had the Spirit come upon them.

We should note that Paul does not have a problem with 
obeying what God has commanded. People forget that Paul 
actually tells Timothy to be circumcised in order to be a more 
effective minister to the Jewish people (Acts 16:3). First Timothy 
1:8 says, “we know that the law is good, if one uses it legitimately” 
(NRSV). Obedience is not the problem; using the Bible to justify 
oppression and inequality is.

If you are obeying the letter of the law in such a way as to 
delude yourself that this is why God favours you and why you 
are better than others, why it reinforces your privilege and 
superiority, allowing you to “rule over” others, you have made 
the law do something it was never intended to do. And that is 
what the Judaizers were doing.

Paul responds, “no one is justified before God by the law; for 
‘The one who is righteous will live by faith’” (Gal 3:11 NRSV). He 
is quoting the OT here (Hab 2:4). That is what the law is supposed 
to remind us of. Trust God’s mercy; trust what God’s Spirit is 
doing. That is what qualifies us to be the people of God. This is 
what makes you a child of God. Period.

Paul then does something profound. Just as Jesus transgresses 
the letter to fulfill its spirit, Paul says, if that is how you are going 
to use circumcision, then I’m ending it. It’s done. We often fail to 
appreciate just how radical this is.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said, “The Pauline question 
whether circumcision is a condition of justification seems to 
me in present-day terms to be whether religion is a condition of 
salvation.”3 That is how radical, progressive, and revolutionary 
Paul was being.

Circumcision is considered the eternal ordinance in Genesis 
(Gen 17:13). But it got in the way of knowing Jesus. And if it got 
in the way of God’s love, if it got in the way of what the Spirit was 
doing . . . well, circumcision didn’t make the cut (pun intended!).

Paul called into question the very centre of his Jewish religion 
in the name of the love of Jesus Christ. Brothers and sisters, we 
have to ask ourselves, are we going to follow the Spirit, even if 
that means forsaking our religion too? I hope so.

Because We are Justified by the Unprejudiced Spirit, We 
Must Remove all Barriers as God’s Spirit Does.

At the apex of the epistle to the Galatians, Paul offers this 
powerful manifesto: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is 
no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all 
of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then 
you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise” (Gal 
3:28–29 NRSV). Jews and Gentiles are equal in Christ. Therefore, 
the physical restriction of circumcision, which divides the two, is 
removed in the name of what the Spirit is doing.

In Galatians, the act of the Spirit is without prejudice in 
bestowing the gift of salvation; by it, we cry out “Abba Father” 
(Gal 4:6). In 1 Cor 12, Paul gives the same manifesto before listing 
the gifts of salvation. Verse 13: “For in the one Spirit we were all 
baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we 
were all made to drink of one Spirit” (NRSV). Jump down to 1 
Cor 12:28 where he lists the result of drinking of the one Spirit: 
“And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second 
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prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, then gifts of 
healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds 
of tongues” (NRSV).

Notice that apostleship is in this list, and notice that leadership 
is also in this list. If the Spirit is without prejudice in bestowing 
the gift of salvation, by this same logic, the Spirit is without 
prejudice in giving the gifts of salvation.

Equality of the gift and gifts is part and parcel with the 
logic of justification by faith. You can’t have one without the 
other. Because we trust that the Spirit has brought Gentiles into 
the people of God, we can’t help but trust the Spirit also calls 
anyone, regardless of race, gender, or status, to lead his church. 
You can’t have equality without justification, and you can’t have 
justification without equality. Gift and gifts are one, as the body 
of Christ is meant to be one.

It would be a gross error in judgment to think that, just 
because Paul is working within a society with slavery, he is not 
trying to subvert slavery. It would be an equally gross error in 
judgment to think that, just because Paul is working within 
a culture that saw women as subordinate, his writings are not 
trying to subvert this either.

The church has not done well to notice this, but the Spirit is 
without prejudice, and that is why the physical barriers to this 
new humanity must come down.

Interpreters from Martin Luther to recent commentators like 
Ronald Fung have been content to say that this manifesto only 
pertains to spiritual equality. In faith, slave and free people are 
spiritually equal, despite one owning the other; men and women 
are spiritually equal, despite women being subordinate to men. 
In other words, the barriers to equality in our bodies don’t matter.

This does not take into account the bodily nature of 
circumcision. And if you don’t feel like circumcision has 
something to do with bodily equality, men, you just have to ask 
yourself: if a church bulletin said you had to be circumcised in 
order to be a member, would you really feel welcomed? The issue 
of equality is very much a bodily matter.

Women’s equality, racial equality, economic equality, they are 
all different and need to be addressed in different ways, yet they 
are connected. We cannot have equality for one without equality 
for another. Why? We are all human. We did not choose the skin 
we are in.

I have no control over the circumstances of my birth. I could 
have been born female; I could have been born native or Black; I 
could have been born in a country ravaged by corruption; I could 
have been born with a developmental disability or a severe mental 
illness. Let me push you further: I could have been born with XXY 
chromosome syndrome and fallen outside the gender binary. I 
could have been born with testosterone deficiency, and thus been 
bodily female yet a chromosomal male. That is exceedingly rare, 
and our political discourses have surely marred this discussion, 
but the fact remains: I did not choose the skin I am in.

If that is the case, with the social barriers out there today, the 
stereotypes, we must all ask ourselves, if this could have been 
me, how would I want to be treated? Biblical equality, empathy, 

and conscience must guide our interpretation, because Paul says 
later in Galatians, the whole law is summarized in one command: 
“Love your neighbour as yourself ” (Gal 5:15).

And if we don’t, as Desmond Tutu once said, “If I diminish 
you, I diminish myself.” It is because I could have been you. “We 
are a lot more alike than we are different.”4

Some see racial and gender differences as the reason for social 
barriers; the Bible sees these differences as what necessitates 
the hard work of mutuality in the church. Our differences in 
race, ethnicity, and culture make the new humanity all the 
more beautiful.

The Cost of Biblical Equality Is Worth It.

Several years ago, in my first year as a student at a predominantly 
complementarian Bible college, I wrote a paper on why a certain 
egalitarian professor should be fired for his liberalism. (A word 
to the wise, don’t ever write a paper about why a professor should 
be fired!) My professor in that course (not the one I wanted fired) 
graciously asked me to rewrite this paper.

Yet, when I later took a course from that egalitarian professor, 
I found him able to give gentle, articulate answers regarding the 
Scriptures I quoted at him, such that I found myself convinced. 
And this is good advice for anyone as we have these conversations: 
be gentle and be patient. Know your Scriptures.

The professor was eventually let go from his position, and 
we students suspected it was due to his convictions. When this 
happened, I knew it would have consequences for me as I began 
to pastor. When I met with the leadership of the ministerial 
association with which I was involved to discuss funding for a 
church plant, talk of ministry turned to talk of theology, and the 
leader wanted to know if I was all in or if I was out.

I could have remained silent. Our first child, Rowan, had just 
been born. I was doing full-time doctoral studies, working ten 
hours a week as a TA, ten hours a week as a soup-kitchen co-
ordinator, twenty hours a week as a church planting intern. My 
wife, Meagan, had gone back to school on her maternity leave 
to upgrade her teaching degree along with lifeguarding in the 
evenings. We were barely scraping by.

But I knew I couldn’t stay silent. I would not be able to live 
with myself if I denied my conscience and my convictions. The 
association leader was clear: toe the party line or have your 
funding cut. I pleaded with this individual for several hours to 
no avail: “Why can we not centre our denomination’s unity and 
how we do the gospel on something like the Trinity, who God 
is?” I insisted. His jarring response was that gender roles are 
more important to the gospel than the Trinity is. Sadly, for many 
Christians, that is indeed the case.

That night I told Meagan I was going to have to fire up my 
resume and leave the denominational family in which my 
grandfather was a founding pastor. After dozens of resumes were 
sent out with no call-back, no church wanting to hire a doctoral 
student, First Baptist Church of Sudbury, Ontario, finally called.

In hindsight, this was a small cost compared to women I knew 
that studied at this Bible college, only to realize no church would 
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ever take a chance on them no matter how talented or passionate 
or godly they were.

There is still work to be done. I recently received a message 
from a woman wishing me luck, and she mentioned she was 
speaking with her church about why they can have women 
pastors. I realize I will never have to do this. I will never have to 
justify my profession or my vocation because of my gender. That 
is precisely why I am saying this now.

But it was a wonderful experience pastoring a church that had 
long supported women in leadership, cultivating a thoughtful, 
open-minded community. Still, I can also tell you that while our 
denomination upholds biblical equality in principle, it still has a 
long way to go in practice.

Whether it is women’s ordination or reciprocity in marriage, 
racial justice, indigenous reconciliation, hospitality to refugees, 
dignity rather than disgust for sexual minorities, or seeking to 
treat those who face poverty with the material support a person 
made in God’s image deserves, each one of these was a weekly 
struggle in pastoring.

With every new face around the church came the question of 
what toxic, half-baked, YouTube-Google-searched theology they 
are bringing in with them. Many, I found, have built their entire 
faith on staying safe. Many love to justify social barriers with 
Scriptures. Many Christians love treating the NT as the second 
OT, shall we say.

There is that moment in sermon preparation when you know 
that an illustration the text calls for will upset important members 
of the church who are set in their ways and each month you know 
the church’s budget is holding on by the skin of its teeth. It is 
easy to just not talk about these matters and to offer people a 
comfortable, spiritualized gospel.

I was pleased and humbled to have First Baptist Sudbury 
grow well in my five years there, but I know it also came with 
one sermon after another where so-and-so wasn’t there the next 
week, all to find out that they didn’t like being “pushed on those 
issues,” and eventually moved on to the next church in town.

I also found in pastoring that just as many women were 
opposed to biblical equality as men were. For some, the notion of 
being restricted meant they don’t have to be responsible and don’t 
have to worry. The idea that God might call them to something 
riskier and more vulnerable and messier . . . well, subordination 
meant safety. After all, the Israelites wanted to go back to Egypt, 
didn’t they?

Proclaiming God’s word will cost us. It will cost us in a 
culture that has fractured into tribes of self-interest. It will cost 
us, pastors, even more as we pastor churches that have too often 
created cultures that cater.

I worry that many want to ignore this conversation on biblical 
equality, let alone our duty to uphold it. And from a worldly 
perspective, why should I, as a Western, English-speaking, 
White, straight, middle-class male be asked to give up something 
for people I don’t know? One might say, “White privilege? Life 
is hard for me, too, you know!” If freedom is the point of rights, 
why would I give up my freedom for another’s rights?

But for Paul, this is not his line of thinking, and it can’t be 
ours. His support for racial and gender equality among all 
believers is founded on the God who took on our flesh, “born of 
a woman, born under the law” (Gal 4:4). A God who gave up his 
freedom so that we could be free—equal and free, both in societal 
matters and in intertwined realities such as spiritual renewal, 
sanctification, and justification.

We are equal because the barrier of heaven and earth was 
broken, because the King became a slave, because the Holy One 
took on our curse, the Blessed One took on our cross, because 
the Righteous One became sin, because the First became last, 
because God removed every barrier between God and sinner 
with his very body, so that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor 
rulers, nor things present, nor things to come . . . nor anything 
else in all creation, can separate us from the love of God; because 
of this, we are one; we are free; we are saved; we are blessed; we are 
counted as God’s people, considered God’s children, inheritors of 
the kingdom of heaven itself. Living this out is our call as Christ’s 
church without gender, racial, and socio-economic barriers.

God bore the cross so we could be free, and now we must bear 
our crosses so that others can know this freedom. Equality will 
cost us, but I also know there is so much more to gain when we 
see churches that embrace all the gifting of the Spirit regardless of 
race, gender, or status. This is when the kingdom shines through 
the beautiful mosaic of Christ’s body all the clearer. The cost is 
worth it.

Because the new creation is without gender, race, or class 
barriers, Paul is able to say, I am willing to endure hardship, 
hunger, persecution, peril, even the sword, to make this equality 
possible for another, especially those whom this world has 
forgotten. He is able to say, for him living is for Christ, and to die 
was gain. The cost is worth it.

May we die to self today, and may we embrace new life in 
Christ. May it be the case for us today and hereafter.
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As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came 
to a village where a woman named Martha opened her 
home to him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at 
the Lord’s feet  listening to what he said. But Martha 
was distracted by all the preparations that had to be 
made. She came to him and asked, “Lord, don’t you 
care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? 
Tell her to help me!”

“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered,  “you are 
worried and upset about many things, but few things 
are needed—or indeed only one. Mary has chosen what 
is better, and it will not be taken away from her.” (Luke 
10:38–42 NIV)

Identifying with Martha

The beauty and wonder of Scripture includes hearing a narrative 
and finding yourself associating with a biblical character. We 
can open Scripture and feel as if we have peered into a mirror, 
seeing our reflection in characters such as:

the quiet teacher, Priscilla,

the fearful Jonah,

the bold Peter,

the dedicated Hannah,

the deceitful Jacob,

the clear instructor, Paul.

I have seen myself in the faithful Timothy and dedicated Lydia, 
alongside doubting Thomas and selfish Sapphira. But it is the 
character of Martha, and specifically her story in Luke 10, in 
whom I have seen my reflection most clearly time and time again.

Because I identify with Martha, I feel I need to defend her, 
and by extension, defend myself. I have attempted to rationalize 
Martha’s actions or downplay Jesus’s rebuke. Clearly, in the 
setting described, someone has to extend hospitality, prepare 
dinner for guests, and make the Lord feel welcome.

As the tenth chapter of Luke opens, Jesus has sent out the 
seventy-two, who needed service such as that which Martha 
later extended to her guests. Luke 10 continues with the parable 
about the hospitality of a Good Samaritan to a brutalized Jewish 
man. Certainly then, it would follow that the service of Martha 
preparing a meal for the itinerant teacher and his band of 
disciples should be applauded rather than critiqued.

But I can’t deny that the words of Jesus to Martha are direct 
and clear: “Mary has chosen what is better.”

So the word “better” became my loop hole. It isn’t that what 
Martha chose was wrong, but that Mary had chosen what was 
better, meaning that Martha’s choice was at least good. This is 
how I have heard this text applied in contemporary circles. The 

two female lead characters of this narrative are compared in 
order to expose the stereotypes of women and their devotion 
to God:

Martha, the harried housewife; Mary, the demure devotee.

Martha represents salvation by works; Mary, justification 
by faith.

Mary, the representative of the contemplative lifestyle, 
is exalted; Martha, with her overly active life, needs to 
learn to balance career and homemaking with time for 
prayer and Bible study.

I could stop here since we could all use a reminder to not 
allow study, work, or even ministry to replace time in worship, 
communication, and relationship with Jesus. But there is more 
to be gleaned from this short narrative of five verses than 
simply to state that we all need to have a “Mary heart in a 
Martha world.”

The heart of the matter for Martha, the heart of the issue 
for me and perhaps for you too, is found beyond actions and 
attitudes. I believe this story is not about Martha being too busy 
and bothered, but about Jesus calling Martha to reevaluate her 
identity. Martha needed not merely to put down her hand towel, 
but also to take a long look in the mirror to recognize who she 
had been called to be, versus who she had become.

Hearing the Story

Let us revisit the story, found in Luke 10, attempting to see it 
through first century eyes and also with some twenty-first-
century imagination.

Martha greeted Jesus and perhaps others—the text indicates 
others were traveling, but we are left unsure whether they 
entered the house. She warmly welcomed her Lord, and then the 
scene immediately turned to the sister, Mary, seated at Jesus’s 
feet. Mary had taken a physical position that indicated a specific 
identity, that of a disciple. Just as in the parable that preceded 
this narrative, when the Good Samaritan assumed a hospitable 
role—which would have shocked the audience—Mary stepped 
across the threshold of the kitchen to position herself not as 
hostess of a guest, but as student of the Master. This was not 
expected. Mary had taken on the posture of a disciple, a posture 
typical of a male disciple.1

In my imagination of this scene, Martha saw her sister sitting 
at their Lord’s feet and immediately gave her the notorious older 
(we assume she is older) sister glare. When this didn’t cause 
Mary to jump to her feet to help, Martha began to dart her eyes 
back and forth from the floor to the kitchen in a futile attempt to 
non-verbally communicate that Mary belonged where food was 
being prepared. When that was unsuccessful, Martha advanced 
to the “get back in here” head jerk, but to no avail.

It Will Not be Taken from Her
a sermon by Teresa D. Roberts
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Regardless of whether Martha attempted any of those actions 
that I have imagined when she entered the scene, we must 
consider Martha’s motivation for wanting Mary to join her. The 
text indicates that Martha was overwhelmed by the preparations to 
be made, afraid that dinner wouldn’t be ready on time. But I believe 
Martha was also distracted by how she viewed her responsibilities, 
the role she has assumed. She had been trained to be hospitable to 
guests as the mistress (Martha’s own name2) of the home.

Martha’s distraction may have extended to a concern for 
her sister’s reputation, since she was sitting where she ought 
not sit, and for Jesus’s reputation, since 
he encouraged Mary to stay put. In my 
imagination, Martha worried that Peter 
would enter the scene and order Mary to 
move from his reserved spot. John and 
James, the Sons of Thunder, would begin 
to whisper about Martha’s inability to 
control her sister. Judas would voice his 
displeasure about Mary’s imposition.

Regardless of Martha’s concerns, Mary 
didn’t return to the kitchen, nor did she 
move to make space for anyone else at the feet of Christ. Mary 
sat confidently, understanding where she belonged, even if it 
went against the tide of public opinion or social convention. 

So what did Martha do? She assumed the role often associated 
with older sisters—she began to boss people around. Most might 
imagine Martha delivered the line with her hands placed solidly 
on her hips, “Jesus, can’t you see I need help? Send Mary to help 
me.” Others imagine Martha used a soft whisper in the Lord’s ear, 
“Jesus, I am trying to help you out, and I need some help. Send 
Mary to help me and then she won’t bother you any longer.”

If we didn’t already know what happened next, we might 
think Jesus would look at Mary and say, “Serving through 
hospitality is as important as hearing the Word, so Mary please 
help your sister as a demonstration of devotion to me.” We know 
that Jesus didn’t do this—nor did he send Peter, James, and John 
to help set the table. 

Instead, Jesus called Martha to account for her internal 
struggles. Jesus acknowledged, “Martha, Martha, you are 
worried, you are troubled.” Jesus had previously, two chapters 
earlier in terms of the narrative, referenced something else as 
worried and troubled—the seed that fell among the thorns. 
Luke 8:4–15 records the parable of the Sower and the Seed. The 
seed which fell among the thorns was consumed by the worries 
and concerns of life to the point that though the plant grew, the 
fruit could not mature. Is this what Jesus had seen in Martha—a 
seed that would not bear fruit in its current state? 

Jesus’s words to Martha that she was only in need of “one 
thing” (v. 42) were not a rebuke, they were a redirection:

Martha wanted to return to the kitchen with Mary;
Jesus was calling Martha out of the kitchen to join Mary.

Martha’s concern was to make her guests comfortable; 
Jesus’s concern was to make Martha uncomfortable.

Martha understood her call to be a hostess;
Jesus had called her to be a disciple. 

And after Jesus assured both Martha, and by extension Mary, 
that what Mary had chosen would not be taken from her—not 
by Jesus, not by her sister, nor by any other guest that day—the 
narrative ends.

Looking Forward

We are left to imagine what happens next. I believe if Martha had 
immediately removed her apron and put down her hand towel to 

join her sister, Luke would have provided 
that detail. The Gospel records that Simon 
Peter, James, and John put down their nets 
when Jesus called them to become disciples 
(Luke 5:10–11). Levi closed his money box 
and left his tax collecting booth (Luke 5:27–
28). Zacchaeus promised to repay those he 
cheated (Luke 19:8). The actions of those 
healed—a bleeding woman, a “leper,” the 
blind man, the paralytic—were recorded 
when they responded to the words of Jesus. 

Yet Luke’s Gospel account does not record what happens next, 
nor does Luke mention Martha any further.

I’m left to believe that Martha returned to her duties as 
hostess, for there was a meal to complete and guests to be served. 
She was left alone to ponder Jesus’s words, perhaps imagining a 
continuation of the conversation with Jesus:

Mary has chosen what is better? Of course she has. I 
know that sitting at your feet, becoming your disciple, 
is more important than fixing the meal. But I don’t 
belong there and neither does Mary. We are Jewish 
women in a Jewish world, and we have to submit 
ourselves to the customs and times that surround us. 

Besides, Jesus, I’m a gifted hostess. When people enter 
my household, they lack for nothing. I anticipate their 
needs and provide excellent food and service. I know 
my gifts and my limits.

But you just offered to remove those limits—those 
boundaries. What would that demand of me? I know 
who I am when I stand in the kitchen. I feel safe within 
this identity, understand my role, recognize that 
people need me, know when I have accomplished my 
task, feel appreciated for a job well done, and then I 
can rest.

I can’t be a disciple, not like the men. I can’t go from 
town to town without provisions, relying on others to 
provide for my needs. I can’t teach others the words I 
have heard from your mouth. 

I’m comfortable in the kitchen. I know who I am and 
who I am not.

So, this is what Martha and, by extension, I and perhaps many 
of us sometimes fail to understand.

I'm a woman in ministry. Though I 
have struggled with understanding 
difficult texts, hearing “no” or 
“you aren’t allowed,” and bear 
battle wounds from my own self-
doubt, my identity is not restricted 
by my sex. My identity is first to be 
a faithful disciple.
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Her identity, as ours, is not meant to be based on our roles, 
our jobs, our social status, our Facebook status, our gifts, our 
comfort, or our sex. Rather, as Sarah Dylan Breuer, an Anglican 
theologian, has stated, 

There may be some challenging, liberating, refocusing, 
life-giving fruit in thinking of my identity and my 
ministry first and foremost as a child of God loved 
by God, as a human being made in God’s image, as a 
follower of Jesus. . . .”3 

Any other identity we take on is eclipsed by our identity as disciples.

Competing Identities

I have been reared in, educated by, and have served in the Stone-
Campbell tradition4 since birth. It is a heritage to be appreciated, 
and it is my desire to serve as an active participant in this 
tradition for the rest of my life. But God has not called us merely 
to be good members of our denomination or movement—we are 
called to follow Jesus. 

In this room are current and future senior pastors, children’s 
ministers, campus ministers, missionaries, seminary professors, 
and support personnel for ministries.5 Though these are all 
admirable vocations—they must all come under the heading of 
faithful disciple.

I was born in the United States. Others of you were born 
in Zambia, Brazil, Chile, Kenya . . . and though we should be 
concerned with the affairs of our countries, God has not called 
us merely to be good citizens of our nations—God has called us 
to be members of Christ’s New Creation first.

And though I love the state of my birth, Ohio—and though 
I will root with all my might for the Ohio State Buckeyes—God 
has not called me to be a faithful Buckeye. He has called me to 
love all my neighbors, even those who root for lesser teams.

I’m a woman in ministry. Though I have struggled with 
understanding difficult texts, hearing “no” or “you aren’t 
allowed,” and bear battle wounds from my own self-doubt, my 
identity is not restricted by my sex. My identity is first to be a 
faithful disciple.

I have roles, I have responsibilities, and I have loyalties. You 
have roles, you have responsibilities, and you have loyalties. 
But we must resist the temptation to hold on to the identities 
that come from these situations rather than holding on to the 
God of creation who continually reminds and rebukes us for 
identifying ourselves by people, position, and power rather than 
through God’s image born in us. 

Martha had been trapped by the temptation to place 
her identity in her role, not in the Christ who called her to 
discipleship. Jesus’s message wasn’t that sitting at his feet was 
more important than serving in the kitchen.6 It’s not that the 
work of study will always supersede the work of service. In 
following him, we are all called to service. We, as Martha, need 
to be ready to relinquish how we identify ourselves for the sake 
of an identity as a disciple and invite others to do the same, by 
holding open the door.

Identifying with Martha

On an Easter Sunday morning a few years ago, my morning was 
filled with organizing the fellowship breakfast, leading songs 
in the worship service, directing the adult choir, coordinating 
children’s volunteers, and teaching the lesson for elementary 
children. Not only had I missed the resurrection because I 
was too busy serving, but after everyone had left the building, 
I discovered a gymnasium filled with spoiling food and dirty 
dishes. As I was in the kitchen throwing a Martha-style fit—
“Lord, don’t you care that I have been left to do all the work 
by myself?”—I heard the door to the kitchen open. Standing 
on the threshold was the senior minister I served with. He 
looked at me, looked at the mess, and holding open the door 
he said, “Teresa, this can all wait until tomorrow. Get out of 
the kitchen.”

Give us grace, O Lord, not only to hear your Word with 
our ears, but also to receive it into our hearts and to 
show it forth in our lives. Fill us with your light and 
life, that we may show forth your wondrous glory. 
Grant that your love may so fill our lives that we may 
count nothing too small to do, nothing too much to 
give, and nothing too hard to bear; for the glory of your 
great name.
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For God is not a God of disorder but of peace—as in all 
the congregations of the Lord’s people.

Women should remain silent in the churches. They are 
not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as 
the law says. If they want to inquire about something, 
they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is 
disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church.

Or did the word of God originate with you? Or are 
you the only people it has reached? If anyone thinks 
they are a prophet or otherwise gifted by the Spirit, let 
them acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the 
Lord’s command. But if anyone ignores this, they will 
themselves be ignored. (1 Cor 14:33–38 NIV)

Did you hear that? “For it is disgraceful—it is shameful—for a 
woman to speak in church!” (1 Cor 14:35b). How many of you 
like that part of the Scripture you just heard? Some of you have 
spoken in church already today, haven’t you!

I want you to know that I’ve labored over this passage from 
1 Cor 14 for several years. I’m passionate about it, and I’m going 
to be honest with you: I’m a little bit biased. I can’t help it—all of 
us bring some sort of bias to our reading of the Bible. However, I 
also want you to know that I have approached this text cautiously, 
because I don’t want to project what I think and feel onto the text, 
but instead to pull truth out of the text.

When I first came to this congregation a few years ago, I wasn’t 
sure how I felt about women being in professional ministry or 
other types of Christian leadership. The church I previously 
attended did not promote women in ministry. In fact, it was 
forbidden. However, I began to notice some inconsistencies. 
Women could be “directors,” for example, but not “pastors.” They 
could fill the function of a pastor, but they weren’t awarded that 
title. The church leaders claimed their stance was based in what 
the Scriptures say. But I wasn’t so sure, so I started doing some 
research, and my mind slowly began to change. There are reasons 
for that change, and I want to explore those reasons here.

Misusing Scripture, Hurting People

I recently read a heartbreaking story in Christianity Today.1 The 
article detailed the author’s story about leaving her marriage, 
including what led up to it and what resulted from it. She wrote 
about how her father was the pastor of the small church she 
grew up in, and how she ended up marrying her high-school 
sweetheart. People assumed she had a solid marriage. Her 
relationship looked good on the outside; she submitted to her 
husband and he made good decisions for the family.

Then she started to describe what was really going on 
“underneath it all.”2 Her husband had been abusing her for a 
long time, verbally and physically. She wasn’t sure what to do, 
so she stayed quiet. She eventually started seeing a therapist. 
Nevertheless, she stayed in the marriage. Finally, after years of 

the same behavior, she decided to end the relationship, with her 
father’s blessing. To be sure, this was the healthy choice.

But here’s what happened afterward: The congregation’s elders 
decided she needed to be put under church discipline. To make 
matters worse, they did not discipline the abusive husband! 
Finally, adding insult to injury, when it was learned that the 
pastor had supported his daughter’s decision to divorce, he was 
fired. Tragically, tales like this are widespread.

Part of the reason for the reaction of the elders may have been 
that, whether we know it or not, we bring our own baggage—our 
own history, assumptions, biases—to the biblical text when we 
read it. In fact, many women will themselves hear teaching or 
preaching from 1 Cor 14 and, even though it’s being taken out of 
context, will believe they need to be silent in a relationship or in 
the church, that they don’t have any authority, that they need to 
stay under the authority of their husband. They may believe this 
to the point that they completely lose their voices. This is not 
right, and we’re going to walk through this passage and explore 
why it is not right.

God Did Not Curse Women with Silence.

As was read aloud earlier, 1 Cor 14:33–34 says this: “For God is 
not a God of disorder but of peace—as in all the congregations of 
the Lord’s people. Women should remain silent in the churches. 
They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the 
law says” (NIV).

Notice what the text seems to say here. You who are women 
should be silent within the church—not merely peaceful, calm, 
reserved—but silent. Why? Because the law says so.

Let me ask you a question: where does it say that in the law? 
Where in the OT Torah does it say women are to be silent? 
The answer: it doesn’t! Some study Bibles, some websites, 
some Christian leaders, would direct you to Gen 3:16 in search 
of this OT command,3 so we’re going to look at Gen 3:14–19 
together, taking the verse in its context. While I read, notice 
that, though there are indeed consequences to sin including 
curses and harsh realities in this passage from Genesis, there is 
no mention of silence:

So the Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have 
done this, Cursed are you above all livestock and all wild 
animals! You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust 
all the days of your life. And I will put enmity between 
you and the woman, and between your offspring  and 
hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.”

To the woman he said, “I will make your pains in 
childbearing very severe; with painful labor you will 
give birth to children. Your desire will be for your 
husband, and he will rule over you.”

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife 
and ate fruit from the tree about which I commanded 
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you, ‘You must not eat from it,’ Cursed is the ground 
because of you; through painful toil  you will eat food 
from it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and 
thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By 
the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you 
return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for 
dust you are and to dust you will return.” (NIV)

I won’t deny that there are curses and harsh realities in Gen 3. 
But again, there is no mention of silence here! Nevertheless, some 
interpreters will say Paul, in 1 Cor 14, is referring back to the curse 
of Gen 3 and that is why women cannot speak in the church.

Here’s another question: Are we supposed to live under the 
curse? We sing a worship song that includes the line, “Sin’s curse 
has lost its grip on me.”4 It’s important for us to understand, when 
we say women can’t speak because “your husband . . . will rule 
over you” (Gen 3:16b NIV), that this is a product of sin, not a 
product of the freedom that comes in Christ. In addition to this, if 
we’re going to be consistent, I want to ask: Are women allowed to 
use epidurals when they are giving birth? Yes or no? According to 
the curse, the answer would be no. 

Men, if we’re going to be consistent, we need to toil by the sweat 
of our brow (Gen 3:19). That means we can’t use air conditioning. 
And we certainly shouldn’t be using tractors or any other farm or 
gardening equipment, because we need to be struggling out there 
in the field.

But sin has lost its grip on us! We have been set free. “You will 
know the truth and the truth will make you free,” Jesus says (John 
8:32 NIV).

House Churches

Coming back to 1 Cor 14, the text goes on to say, “If they want to 
inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at 
home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church” (1 
Cor 14:35 NIV). Here’s still another question. Where did the early 
church meet in Corinth? Was it in a beautiful church building? A 
cathedral? No, they met in homes.

Over the centuries, many Christians have said that women’s 
place is in the home. But in Paul’s day some women hosted 
churches in their homes! So this part of the text requires a closer 
look. Back to the opening line of this sermon: “It is shameful 
for a woman to speak in church.” Is that true? Is it shameful 
for a woman to speak in the church? Or “in the assembly,” as 
some translations put it? What if the assembly is in a home? 
In a verse some of you are aware of, Acts 18:26, we learn that 
Priscilla and Aquila, a husband and wife, together gave guidance 
and instruction to a Christian leader named Apollos. Where did 
this happen? In their home! It reads, “[Apollos] began to speak 
boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla and Aquila heard him, 
they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of 
God more adequately” (NIV).

First Corinthians 11

We can get some guidance from a section of 1 Cor 11, just three 
chapters earlier. Paul writes:

I praise you for remembering me in everything and 
for holding to the traditions just as I passed them on 
to you. But I want you to realize that the head of every 
man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and 
the head of Christ is God. Every man who prays or 
prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head. 
But every woman who prays or prophesies with her 
head uncovered dishonors her head—it is the same as 
having her head shaved. For if a woman does not cover 
her head, she might as well have her hair cut off; but if it 
is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut off or her 
head shaved, then she should cover her head.

A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image 
and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. For 
man did not come from woman, but woman from man; 
neither was man created for woman, but woman for 
man. It is for this reason that a woman ought to have 
authority over her own head, because of the angels. 
Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of 
man, nor is man independent of woman. For as woman 
came from man, so also man is born of woman. But 
everything comes from God. (1 Cor 11:2–12 NIV)

Verse 3: “the head of the woman is man . . .”

The first part of that passage someone might point to if they were 
making an argument against women being able to speak and 
teach in the church is in v. 3: “the head of every man is Christ, 
and the head of the woman is man. . . .”

A common interpretation is that Paul uses the word “head” 
here to talk about authority, as if he were saying, “the leader of 
every man is Christ, and the leader of the woman is man.” But we 
need to call this interpretation into question, because our word 
“head,” as we use it in words such as “headmaster,” brings baggage 
that is not necessarily implied by this biblical word “head,” which 
is kephalē. In the Greek language of the NT era, “head” is rarely 
used to identify someone as an authority figure. This idea may be 
new to you, and I can point you to some resources if you wish.5

So, what does the word “head” actually mean here? I would 
argue, along with many scholars, that it means “source.” Instead of 
reading, “Christ is the leader of every man, and the husband is the 
leader of his wife, what if we read it like this: “Christ is the source 
of every man, and the husband is the source of his wife”?

When we ponder this passage, we need to remember that 
Paul is referring to Gen 1 and 2. When Paul says, “God is not a 
God of disorder,” in 1 Cor 14:33, the very first verse of the sermon 
text read aloud today, he is thinking of when God creates the 
heavens and the earth, as recorded in Gen 1. God does something 
surprising: God speaks . . . and light is made. God speaks . . . 
and order comes out of chaos. Paul’s affirmation that God creates 
order, not chaos, brings Gen 1 to mind.

Paul uses the creation account, including the creation 
sequence, to make another related point. And that point is this: 
Christ was the source of the first man. Remember John 1, which 
says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 
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God, and the Word was God” (1:1 NIV). Christ is the Word of 
God who John says was “in the beginning.” And remember Col 
1:17, which says that Christ “is before all things, and in him all 
things hold together” (NIV). The pre-incarnate Christ was active 
in the creation of the world!

Christ is the Word of God who spoke humanity into existence. 
Then, in Gen 2, out of the side of man, woman came (Gen 2:22). 
Remember, now, that we’re talking about “head” and whether 
understanding it as “source” makes sense. Yes, it does make 
sense, and part of the reason we know it doesn’t refer to authority 
or hierarchy is what Paul says at the end of the 1 Cor 11 passage 
that I read: “everything comes from God.”

Verses 11–12: “But everything comes from God.”

Moving forward, Paul continues to have Genesis in mind. 
Verses 11–12 say this: “Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not 
independent of man, nor is man independent of woman. For 
as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But 
everything comes from God” (NIV). So, the first woman came 
from the first man, but every subsequent man comes from a 
woman. Paul is showing that equality existed in the Garden of 
Eden and claiming that it should still exist today. Why? Because 
men and women come from one another and, ultimately, God is 
the source. Again, v. 12 ends, “But everything comes from God.”

Verse 5: “But every woman who prays or prophesies . . .”

We’ve been looking at specific details of 1 Cor 11, but let’s not 
forget an overarching aspect of this passage: Verse 4 begins, “Every 
man who prays or prophesies,” and v. 5 continues, “every woman 
who prays or prophesies.” This passage is about speaking to God 
(praying) and speaking to one another (prophesying) in church 
gatherings, and Paul says that both men and women should do it. 
Yes, he does say more than that, but he first says that both women 
and men should speak. And they can’t speak if they are silent.

First Corinthians 14

So, Paul teaches that women can speak in church! How, then, 
should we understand today’s sermon text, 1 Cor 14?

One way to help our understanding here is to have a better 
sense of what prophecy is, for prophecy is part of Paul’s concern 
in both ch. 11 and ch. 14. Too often we think about teaching as 
what happens in the pulpit. But prophecy in the NT is more 
akin to a message from God through certain gifted community 
members.  We should also note that, in the early church, they 
didn’t typically have someone with great oratorical ability 
addressing house churches; they were average people, many of 
whom had only a basic education.

Imagine them sitting around in a circle, somewhat like 
Quakers do, waiting for a word from God. This is why Paul says, 
in vv. 29–31, “Two or three prophets should speak, and the others 
should weigh carefully what is said. And if a revelation comes to 
someone who is sitting down, the first speaker should stop. For 
you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed 
and encouraged” (NIV). The idea is that there is a group of people 
who are in a huddle, who are talking with each other, revealing 

the teaching of God to one another. That’s the first thing we need 
to know about prophecy.

Chapter 14, v. 1, says, “Follow the way of love  and eagerly 
desire gifts of the Spirit, especially prophecy” (NIV). We know 
Paul considers prophecy one of the most important spiritual gifts 
a person can have. Therefore, he says to strive for it.

The second thing Paul says is in v. 4: “those who prophesy 
build up the church.” Prophecy builds the church up. It is a 
message that will build up another person in the church or build 
up the entire church.

Continue on to v. 5; it says, “I would like every one of you to 
speak in tongues,  but I would rather have you prophesy.  The one 
who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks in tongues, unless 
someone interprets, so that the church may be edified” (NIV).

Move forward to v. 19: “But in the church I would rather speak 
five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand words 
in a tongue” (NIV). Paul is talking about the difference between 
prophecies and tongues. He would rather we speak five words 
prophetically than ten thousand in tongues, because again, it 
builds up the church.

Finally, move with me to v. 31, which helps us define what 
prophecy is. It’s not fortune telling. It’s not future telling. “For 
you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed 
and encouraged” (NIV). Paul emphasizes two elements to 
prophecy—that someone is being taught and also that there is 
encouragement. This implies that prophecy has a lot to do with 
teaching. However, this isn’t new in the NT. We often forget 
this, but if we go back to the OT, we see that there were women 
prophets. There weren’t just male prophets, there were female 
prophets. And there are also female prophets in the NT.

Women Prophets

Does the name Huldah sound familiar? You can find her in 2 
Kings 22.6 When Josiah finds the Book of the Law, they don’t go 
to Jeremiah or to some other prominent male prophet; they go 
to Huldah, a prophet, and she interprets what is essentially the 
book of Deuteronomy. And Huldah is not the only one: We also 
have Miriam, who is called a prophet; Deborah; Noadiah; Isaiah’s 
wife. And in the NT, Philip—one of the first deacons—has four 
daughters who prophesy. We also have Anna, whom we find in 
Luke ch. 2 constantly worshipping God at the temple center; she 
is called a prophet.

Conclusion

Let’s tackle the big question as we approach the end of the 
sermon: What is Paul doing here? The answer, in part, is a type 
of argumentation called reductio ad absurdum. He’s taking an 
argument that certain Corinthians themselves have made and is 
“reducing it to its absurdity.” He’s actually arguing against what 
the Corinthians are saying. Throughout 1 Corinthians, Paul 
repeatedly refers to the questions and misguided ideas of the 
Corinthian Christians, often using rhetorical questions to drive 
his point home.

So, I encourage you to read it something like this: “As in 
all the churches of the saints, women should be silent in the 
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churches? For they are not permitted to speak [even though I 
said earlier that they could], but should be subordinate as the law 
also says [though actually, it doesn’t say that]. If there’s anything 
they desire to know, let them ask their own husbands at home, for 
[some would say] it is shameful for a woman to speak in church. 
Or did the word of God originate with you Corinthians, or are 
you the only ones it reaches?” Again, for many of you this will be 
a new take on this difficult passage, and I can point you to some 
resources if you wish.7

Finally, Eccl 3:7 says there is “a time to be silent and a time to 
speak” (NIV). For the women of this congregation, it is indeed 
“a time to speak.” May all of us, men and women alike, use both 
our silence and our words for the building up of the church, for, 
as the apostle Paul says in another of his letters, “There is neither 
Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free,  nor is there male and 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28 NIV).
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From there he set out and went away to the region of 
Tyre. He entered a house and did not want anyone to 
know he was there. Yet he could not escape notice, 
but a woman whose little daughter had an unclean 
spirit immediately heard about him, and she came 
and bowed down at his feet. Now the woman was a 
Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him 
to cast the demon out of her daughter. He said to her, 
“Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take 
the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” But she 
answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat 
the children’s crumbs.” Then he said to her, “For saying 
that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.” 
So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, 
and the demon gone. (Mark 7:24–30 NRSV)

It would be difficult to overestimate the complexity of what’s 
happening here in this sanctuary. At first glance, one might simply 
say, “We’re listening to a sermon.” And while that is true, much 
more could be said. Think for a moment about your morning. 
Most of you have had a good morning, but very likely a few of 
you have not. Some of you slept well; perhaps a few of you just 
came from a night shift. Now think about yesterday . . . and about 
last week . . . and last month. On and on it goes. My point is that 
an incalculable number of trajectories are converging right here, 
right now. Your family, your education, your profession, your 
emotions; my family, my education, my emotions . . . we bring 
all these themes here with us, and they strongly influence how 
we’ll experience this sermon. So, if a visitor were to look in on us 
and ask, “What’s happening in there?” No simple answer would 
suffice. You could say, “We’re worshiping.” Or, “It’s a sermon.” But 
whatever you say would surely lead to more questions.

Preaching about this story from Mark chapter 7 is like that. 
It’s as if we are glimpsing a moment in the ministry of Jesus, 
watching him interact with a certain woman, and this sermon 
is the answer to the question, “What’s happening over there?” 
I could simply say, “Jesus has been asked to heal a child.” Or, 
“Jesus is insulting a woman.” Or, “Jesus is illustrating what he 
taught in the prior story.” One fuller answer, though it’s a bit 
cumbersome, is, “Mark the Gospel writer is bringing together 
an interwoven stream of trajectories in order to challenge 
some of the Christians who lived around AD 70 and their view 
of discipleship, particularly their view of the discipleship of 
women.” But whatever I say is going to lead to more questions. 
For example, here are seven questions you might ask after 
glimpsing this story:

Why did Jesus and his disciples walk thirty miles to the 
region of Tyre?

Why did Jesus want so desperately to be alone?

What precisely is demon possession?

Does Jesus initially deny the woman’s request?

Why would he say something that could offend her?

Does Jesus change his mind in this story?

And one of the most important questions we could ask 
after glimpsing this episode in Mark’s Gospel: Of all the 
stories Mark could have included, why this one?

I should tell you that I’m not going to answer all seven questions. 
I do hope to answer some of them, but to do so I need to get 
a running start. Like a good storyteller, Mark weaves threads 
throughout his story. There are more of these than we have 
time to follow. I am, however, going to follow three of Mark’s 
trajectories from the beginning up to the sermon text for today.

Tracing Three Themes through The Gospel of Mark

Food in Mark

The first trajectory is fun to follow. It’s food. Someone is eating 
on essentially every page of Mark’s Gospel. Usually it’s Jesus 
and his disciples. Bread in Mark is a symbol of the presence of 
God’s kingdom, of God’s blessing, of God’s work in the world 
that is blossoming in the life, teaching, and ministry of Jesus. 
I’ll give you seven examples, one for each chapter leading up to 
our story:

In ch. 1, Jesus is in the wilderness, tempted by Satan. 
Though the Gospels of Matthew and Luke say Jesus 
fasted during this experience, Mark makes no such 
claim. Mark doesn’t want to remove this important 
symbol from Jesus’s time of trial.

In ch. 2, Jesus is asked why his disciples don’t fast. Not 
only do they eat a lot, but they openly eat with sinners. 
And his reply, if I may paraphrase, is “The kingdom 
of God is a party!” To be more precise, he says the 
kingdom of God is like a wedding feast, and it makes 
no sense to fast at a feast.

In ch. 3, we read, “Jesus entered a house, and again a 
crowd gathered, such a large crowd that they couldn’t 
even eat!”

In ch. 4, Jesus tells his first parable, The Parable of 
the Sower. And, of course, the Sower was sowing 
grain, which is food. Some seeds fell on good soil and 
produced lots and lots of food.

In ch. 5, Jesus raises a twelve-year-old girl from the 
dead—his most amazing miracle to date! When the girl 
gets up, what does Jesus say? “Give her something to eat.”

In ch. 6, we come to Jesus’s most famous food story—
The Feeding of the 5,000, which begins with five loaves 

Women Count
a sermon by Jeff Miller
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and two fish and ends with a satisfied multitude and 
twelve baskets of leftovers.

In ch. 7, right before our text for today, Jesus criticizes 
the Pharisees for their especially exacting eating 
customs, which tended to oppress rather than liberate 
people. Mark’s side comment is that Jesus, as a result 
of this teaching, declared all foods clean. That is, eat 
anything you want!

And then we come to our story, which—of course—continues 
this theme of eating bread, even breadcrumbs.

Abundance in Mark

Having arrived at our story, it’s time to back up again and follow 
a second trajectory forward. This second trajectory is a double 
claim about the nature of Jesus and his kingdom. On the one 
hand, the clear claim is that the kingdom of God is a kingdom of 
abundance. There is enough food (both literal and metaphorical) 
for everyone—even for 5,000 plus. There is indeed unlimited 
power for everyone—power to heal, power to save, even power 
to raise the dead. We read that the power of the kingdom is 
so abundant that Jesus doesn’t even have to cast out demons; 
instead, the demons see him coming, fall down before him, and 
proclaim him the Son of God.

The other side of the claim of abundance is that just a tiny 
taste of the kingdom is enough to change your life. Mark’s 
message is, “Jesus provides an ocean of power and goodness, 
and I suggest you start with just a drop.” Perhaps Mark’s favorite 
Scripture is Psalm 34, “O taste and see that the Lord is good” 
(Ps 34:8 NRSV).

Consider the woman who is healed after twelve years of 
bleeding in ch. 5; she need only touch Jesus’s robe and she is 
immediately healed. And listen to a similar verse from ch. 6: “And 
wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick 
in the marketplaces, and begged him that they might touch even 
the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed” (6:56 
NRSV, italics added). These people are gathering the breadcrumbs 
of the kingdom, and they feel privileged to do so.

However, not everyone in Mark understands this two-sided 
feature of the kingdom. In ch. 10, for example, James and John 
ask to be the most important people in Christ’s kingdom. They 
aren’t content with crumbs; they want the whole loaf. Contrast 
this with the desperate Gentile woman in our story. She has sunk 
her teeth into this two-fold truth: Jesus could easily provide a 
lavish feast, but she would be content with a crust of bread.

Discipleship in Mark

Having arrived at our story a second time, I need to back up 
and follow a third trajectory. And here’s a heads up—this is the 
most important one for the sake of our story. It’s the theme of 
discipleship: What does it take to follow Jesus? What does it look 
like to be a disciple of Christ? Mark, writing a generation after 
Jesus, wants the Christian disciples of his own day to identify with 
the original disciples of Jesus. When Mark shows Jesus’s disciples 

failing, the reader should recall her or his own failings. When he 
shows Jesus’s disciples growing in faith, the reader should take 
heart and grow in faith as well.

Mark accomplishes this sense of connection with a variety 
of literary devices, and one of the central devices is a travel 
motif. Jesus and his disciples are nearly always on the move in 
Mark’s Gospel, on both land and sea. In the first half of the 
book, for example, they take the five to seven-mile trip across 
the Sea of Galilee again and again and again. Each time, Jesus 
stays for a surprisingly short time on the respective side of the 
sea before getting back in the boat to return. And foot travel 
is equally as abundant. In the opening words of our story, we 
learn that Jesus has just walked about thirty miles. And in the 
opening words of the next story, only seven verses later, Jesus is 
on the road again, this time embarking on an even longer trek 
in the opposite direction.

The reason this is the most important trajectory is that it’s 
the one that most clearly involves you. Jesus said what he said 
to this Syrophoenician woman for the sake of his disciples who 
were listening in, and then Mark recorded the story for the sake 
of his disciples, and you and I still stand in that centuries-long 
line of disciples, listening in on the stories of Jesus. Thus in a 
very real way you are part of this story. You are the bystanders, 
and both Jesus and Mark want you to see the setting, to hear the 
characters, to ponder what happened, and to go on your way 
changed because of it.

We again arrive at our story, just as Jesus is arriving in 
the region of Tyre, and the journey motif promptly piques 
our attention for a lesson in discipleship, a lesson in how to 
follow Jesus. Anyone who has traveled a long way with a small 
group—by foot or car—knows that conversation is as natural 
a part of the experience as the actual travel is. No one invites 
you to go hiking and then hikes the whole way in silence. No 
one picks up a hitchhiker but doesn’t say a word. So, we rightly 
infer that a long journey is a time for the disciples to interact 
with Jesus, learning about him and from him. Furthermore, 
anyone who has walked a long distance knows that you can 
get a lot of thinking done in that time. So we also rightly infer 
that Jesus has done a lot of thinking, and much of his thinking 
has been about the disciples. He thinks, “Here’s how I can 
make them understand. I told them, I told them again, and I 
told them again. I’ve even shown them, and they still don’t get 
it. I think it’s time to take it to the next level and shock them 
into understanding!” And sure enough, the first chance he gets 
upon their arrival, he shocks them.

Overhearing Jesus and the Syrophoenician Woman

A woman approaches; she’s a local, and thus a Gentile. Jesus has 
already taught his disciples in this Gospel that God doesn’t play 
favorites or observe purity laws. He has eaten with sinners, and 
without washing his hands properly. He let an unclean woman 
touch him. He even touched a corpse. But what about a Gentile? 
And what about a Gentile from Tyre—a city the first-century 
Jewish historian Josephus called “our most vile enemies”? And 



Priscilla Papers  |  34/4  |  Autumn 2020  •  19 cbeinternational.org

what about a female Gentile from Tyre? Hey, what about a female 
Gentile from Tyre who has a demon back at the house! Sure, Jesus 
is prone to set aside various Jewish customs, but at least that was 
within Judaism. Now he’s got the disciples’ attention, and they’re 
wondering if he’s going to take his acceptance 
policy up a notch.

When the woman speaks, the story seems 
right on track. She bows down in respect. In 
fact, she shows him as much respect as any 
other character in the book! She is anything 
but selfish, for her request is not for herself, 
but for her daughter, a little child. When 
Jesus responds, however, the mood changes. Indeed, it is the 
words of Jesus that establish this as one of his most vexing 
encounters. Not only does he deny her request, but his denial 
includes that infamous line: “it is not fair to take the children’s 
food and throw it to the dogs” (7:27b NRSV).

Because Jesus’s reply is so abrasive, I need to address it. But 
only briefly, for we shouldn’t let a detail of the story derail us. I 
don’t want to erase Jesus’s words from the page altogether, but 
I do want to take some bite out of them. I’ll try to put some 
salve on the sting of his dog language, and then we’ll return to 
moving toward meaning and application.

Jesus uses a particular word that means “small dog” 
(kunarion) rather than just “dog.” Commentators are quick to 
point this out, and also quick to say that it doesn’t matter. To call 
a woman a dog or a doggie, they say, is equally offensive. And 
they would be right, perhaps, if Jesus had actually called the 
woman such names. But Jesus doesn’t call the woman a dog; he 
calls the daughter a puppy. Just read the story, and I think you’ll 
agree. And a detail of the Greek text supports my point. The same 
diminutive suffix that Mark puts on “dog” to turn it into “little 
dog” is also affixed to the word for daughter, which is why v. 25 
calls her a “little daughter” (thugatrion). Both of these words, 
“little dog” and “little daughter,” are rare, occurring nowhere in 
either testament except this story. The suffix is Mark’s marker 
that Jesus is referring specifically to the daughter. I trust you’ll 
agree that it is less offensive to call a small child a puppy than it 
is to call a woman (or a man, for that matter) a dog.

Back to the story. Does the woman cower like a whipped 
puppy? No. Does she lash out like a wounded dog? No. She 
responds with deference to Jesus, calling him “Lord.” But she 
also responds with boldness, and with wit. “Yes, Lord, yet even 
the dogs under the table eat the children’s scraps.” By the way, 
notice where the dogs are. Many commentators talk of packs of 
wild dogs scavenging for food, but Mark pictures dogs inside the 
house waiting for children to toss bits of food to them. And this 
woman would be just as delighted with a scrap of blessing from 
Jesus as those dogs are when a child tosses them a morsel.

We come now to v. 29, the story’s main course. Jesus doesn’t 
snap back at her; instead, he applauds her response! He says that, 
precisely because of her response, she may go. Jesus then ends 
the encounter by saying, “the demon has left your daughter.” It’s 

important—very important, I think—to notice that he uses the 
perfect tense, “has left.” Not “will leave,” not “is leaving.” The 
perfect tense typically refers to something that occurred in the 
past and remains true or in effect at the time of the speaking 

or writing. What I’m suggesting is that Jesus 
already healed the daughter, most likely when 
he was first asked to. I can’t prove this, but 
it is a natural reading of the story, and it fits 
with Mark’s style and with the compassion 
that Jesus shows elsewhere in Mark. This 
would change things a bit, wouldn’t it? He 
heals promptly for the sake of the girl, but 

doesn’t say so for the sake of the disciples.
Notice that his response doesn’t include the word “no.” 

It’s not a refusal as much as a probing. After a three-sentence 
conversation, during which the woman’s stress level soars but 
she nevertheless remains composed and confident, Jesus reveals 
that he’s already healed the daughter and the woman is free to 
return home to “taste and see that the Lord is good.”

What’s the Point

We’ve now had three running starts and one slow walk through the 
story. So what’s the message? Part of the message is how a disciple 
of Jesus should view and treat Gentiles. Part of the message is how 
a disciple of Jesus should view and treat oppressors and enemies, 
which is what Tyre was to Galilee. And part of the message is how 
a disciple of Jesus should view and treat women. All three of these 
are worthy of a sermon, and to be sure, a better preacher could 
drive home the first two points in a powerful and relevant way. 
But this sermon—this sermon is about women. Indeed, the title 
of the sermon is “Women Count.”

So how could this text, in which Jesus speaks abrasively to a 
woman, give rise to a sermon titled, “Women Count?” Let me 
move toward an answer with some quotations. The first two are 
from a book by Ken Bailey titled, Jesus through Middle Eastern 
Eyes. Bailey lived in the Middle East for forty years. He says, 

Even today in the Middle East, in conservative areas, 
men and women do not talk to strangers across the 
gender barrier. In public [first-century] rabbis did not 
talk to female members of their own families.1 

Again, he says, 

[Jesus] breaks the social taboo against talking to a 
woman. . . . Throughout forty years of life in the Middle 
East I never crossed this social boundary line. In village 
society, a strange man does not even make eye contact 
with a woman.2 

Consider another quotation, this one from the Mishnah, “He 
that talks much with womankind brings evil upon himself.”3

We are shocked by what Jesus says to the woman, but the 
disciples are shocked, as we should be, that he speaks to her at 
all! Moreover, he speaks to her about weighty matters. The kind 
of back-and-forth that we see between the two of them is much 

She responds with deference to 
Jesus, calling him "Lord." But 
she also responds with boldness, 
and with wit. . . . Jesus doesn't 
snap back at her; instead, he 
applauds her response!
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the way that first-century rabbis discussed religion. For Jesus to 
engage her in this way, in public, is to treat her as intellectually 
capable, to show her respect—like a professor respects a female 
student by questioning her, rather than letting something slide 
because she is a girl.

Remember the disciples who are standing by? Jesus is saying 
to them, “Women Count.” And forty years later Mark is saying 
through his Gospel, “Women Count.” And nearly 2000 years 
later I’m reminding you, “Women Count.”

Do you think women should have a voice in Washington DC? 
Of course you do. But if you think that twenty-six female U.S. 
senators is enough, then you should ask yourself if you really 
think women count. This number is up from seventeen when 
this sermon was first preached in 2011. That is real progress, but 
twenty-six percent still cannot fairly be called equal. Surely fifty 
percent is not an unrealistic goal. Half of the senators in the 
Parliament of Australia, for example, are women.

Do you think women should have a voice in business? Of 
course you do. The percentage of female CEOs in the 1000 
largest companies in the United States has more than doubled 
since I first preached this sermon in 2011. Unfortunately, that 
percentage is still in the single digits! If you think that level of 
progress is commendable, then you should ask yourself if you 
really think women count.

Do you think women should have a voice in the church? 
Perhaps you do. But if you think the choir and the nursery are 
sufficient venues for that voice, you should ask yourself if you 
really think women count. If you do, then I encourage you to 
find ways to work toward women’s voices being heard equally 
in the church.

Our world is more androcentric and more patriarchal than 
many of us realize. And the church is not exempt. Examples 
abound, but I only have time to give one.

Counting “Women”

That example is the 1984 New International Version of the 
Bible.4 The Greek NT contains the word for “woman/women” 
215 times, and it contains the word for “man/men” 216 times—a 
difference of only one. The 1984 NIV has “woman/women” 259 
times (thus they added it 44 times in order to make a smooth 
translation, which seems appropriate). Now brace yourself . . . 
the 1984 NIV has “man/men” 1138 times—which means they 
added it 922 times!5 What’s happened here, and in various 
other English Bibles, is that translators have made the NT 
sound much more male-oriented than it originally did! Or, to 
be blunt, perhaps they didn’t think women count.

One of the places the 1984 NIV added the word “men” 
without good reason is in the story of The Feeding of the 4,000. 
You remember, of course, The Feeding of the 5,000, which 
comes before our text for today. In that feeding story the text of 
Mark specifically says there were “5,000 men” (see Mark 8:9 1984 
NIV). Now, who did the counting? Not Jesus. It was the disciples. 
Why did they count only the men? Not to save time. It’s because 
in their world and even in their minds women didn’t count as 

much as men. How do you think the women in the crowd that 
day—women who may well have been in the majority—felt as 
the disciples passed right by them to count the men?

The Feeding of the 4,000 comes after our story. That is, the 
disciples’ glimpse of Jesus encountering the Syrophoenician 
Woman is sandwiched between two miraculous mass feeding 
stories. In the second one, the disciples count 4,000 people. The 
text doesn’t say “4,000 men” like it does before, just “4,000 people.”

And now I’m finally getting right down to the point. It seems 
the disciples got the message. The second feeding takes place in 
Gentile territory, and they don’t seem to mind a bit! And when 
they count the hungry multitude, they count the women as well as 
the men. Thus Jesus and a Gentile woman from the region of Tyre 
have together changed the disciples. They now understand that 
Women Count. I hope the same is true of us.
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In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by 
God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin 
engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house 
of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And he came 
to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is 
with you.” But she was much perplexed by his words 
and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. The 
angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have 
found favor with God. And now, you will conceive in 
your womb and bear a son, and you will name him 
Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of 
the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the 
throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the 
house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be 
no end.” Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since 
I am a virgin?” The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit 
will come upon you, and the power of the Most High 
will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will 
be holy; he will be called Son of God. And now, your 
relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a 
son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to 
be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” 

Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let 
it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel 
departed from her.

In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a 
Judean town in the hill country, where she entered 
the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When 
Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in 
her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy 
Spirit and exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you 
among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. 

And why has this happened to me, that the mother of 
my Lord comes to me? For as soon as I heard the sound 
of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. 
And blessed is she who believed that there would be a 
fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.” 
(Luke 1:26–45 NRSV)

Bearing My Own Child

Of all of the roles I have played up to this point in my life, the 
role of mother is one of my most cherished. I have three children, 
and I remember very clearly what it was like when I learned I 
was pregnant with my first child.

Before I continue, let me say I recognize that some of you, 
for a variety of reasons, are not parents and may not become 
parents. But I encourage you to stick with me. Regardless of 
your circumstances, what I have to say may prove valuable.

After about four years of marriage, my husband and I decided 
it was time to start a family. When that little blue positive sign 
appeared after several months of waiting, I was at once both 

ecstatic and completely terrified. “What have we done?” I said to 
my husband. “Were we crazy to think we were actually ready for 
this?” But at that point, there was no turning back. 

For the next forty-one weeks (yes, our first was a week 
late), we prepared for the arrival of our bundle of joy. Our 
new Sunday night ritual throughout this first pregnancy was 
reading the book Your Pregnancy Week by Week.1 In word and 
picture, this book describes fetal development at each stage of 
gestation. We scrutinized the text and prayed that limb buds 
were appearing as they should, that the heart was developing 
properly, that my body would continue to accept the intrusion 
of this foreign body.

During the first twelve weeks, the pregnancy was our secret. 
However, once we felt confident that all was going as it should, 
we broke the news to family and friends. When people found 
out, they immediately began to treat me a little differently, 
wondering if I had a good doctor, asking if I was eating what 
I should eat and avoiding what I should not, and questioning 
my desire to continue my exercise routine. It was a bit much, 
but I knew it was all out of concern for my well-being and for 
the baby’s. 

Then I began to show. And then I really began to show. I 
distinctly remember a stranger walking up to me in a store and 
asking if he could touch my belly. [As an aside, unless you have 
an especially close relationship with the mother, let me suggest 
that you refrain from asking to do this.] By the time I was about 
twenty-four weeks into this pregnancy, I recognized that the 
person growing inside me was changing me in ways I had never 
imagined. People I did not even know were responding to me 
with concern and curiosity. I was no longer Theresa; I was the 
carrier of this infant who was soon to be born. I was no longer 
existing for myself. Ahead lay the important tasks of nurturing 
and safely delivering an infant; of rearing her in a loving, 
protective, wholesome environment; and of being prepared to 
make sacrifices so that she might thrive. 

The much-anticipated day came: at about 5:30 AM on a 
hot and humid day in July my first child was born. Exhausted, 
elated, and scared, I welcomed her and we began to get to know 
each other face-to-face. Since that day, I have continued to be 
amazed, overwhelmed, challenged, and made better by my 
daughter. The moment my husband and I made the choice to 
become parents, I accepted a call to motherhood that daily 
redefines and refines me.

Mary Bearing the Christ Child

Which brings me to Mary, the mother of Jesus. Most of us are 
familiar with her story. She is from the backwater village of 
Nazareth, in Galilee. No glamour and no sophistication. She 
is betrothed to Joseph, a young man from her village. Based 
on what we know about Jewish custom in and around the first 
century AD, we can presume she is in her teens.

Christ-Bearers
a sermon by Theresa Garbe
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She is a young woman doing what young women her age are 
expected to do. There seems to be nothing special about her, until 
the angel Gabriel appears and tells her she has been chosen as the 
one who will give birth to the Son of the Most High. 

The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you 
have found favor with God. And now, you will conceive 
in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him 
Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of 
the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the 
throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the 
house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be 
no end.” (Luke 1:30–33 NRSV)

We can imagine that, even before the gravity of that news sinks in, 
her mind races through the implications of being pregnant: she is 
betrothed—nearly married but not yet living with her husband. 
I imagine her talking to herself: “How could I possibly become 
pregnant? I mean, I do know how this happens, and I can tell 
you that there is no way! Joseph and I will not consummate this 
marriage until the wedding ceremony. If I end up pregnant . . . 
well, I can guarantee you the wedding will be called off. Not to 
mention what the village will think of me and what they might 
do to me.”

But then we hear Gabriel again, explaining to Mary in 
mysterious terms how the Holy Spirit will cause her to become 
pregnant—how the Holy Spirit will overshadow her and how she 
will bear the Son of God. 

The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon 
you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow 
you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will 
be called Son of God.” (Luke 1:35 NRSV) 

And to underscore the divine nature of this event, Gabriel 
reminds Mary that her middle-aged, barren cousin, Elizabeth, is 
six months pregnant—because God willed it to be.

“And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has 
also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for 
her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be 
impossible with God.” (Luke 1:36–37 NRSV)

This final bit—nothing is impossible with God—appears to 
persuade Mary. The next words we hear are from her. She says, 
“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to 
your word” (Luke 1:38 NRSV). In that brief exchange with God’s 
messenger, Mary makes a choice that goes against everything her 
pubescent logic tells her. She demonstrates incredible faith and a 
commitment that is well beyond her years. 

Let us imagine the next several months of Mary’s life. We 
know from the Gospel of Matthew that Joseph was also visited 
by an angel who shared with him the story of Mary’s situation. 
Joseph, like Mary, believed what was told to him and did what 
the angel instructed: he proceeded with the betrothal, accepting 
Mary and her child (Matt 1:20–25).

Of course, Mary did not have access to a book such as Your 
Pregnancy Week by Week. Perhaps she instead made it her weekly 

ritual to listen to Isaiah’s prophecy: “Look, the young woman is 
with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel” 
(Isa 7:14 NRSV). Every time morning sickness swept over her, 
perhaps Joseph held her hand and comforted her with the words 
that she was going to give birth to the Savior of the World. 

Perhaps in moments of doubt and fear—when neighbors 
clucked their tongues at her or whispered behind her back—she 
replayed that scene when she went to visit her cousin Elizabeth. 
This was shortly after the angel visited her, when her pregnancy 
was still, presumably, a secret. Do you remember how Elizabeth 
and John the Baptist, yet in utero, responded when Mary 
approached? Luke tells us that the baby leaped in Elizabeth’s 
womb. And he tells us that Elizabeth was filled with the Holy 
Spirit and immediately recognized that Mary had been chosen—
that Mary was the one who would fulfill the prophecy that their 
people had been longing to be fulfilled for centuries. Elizabeth 
and her unborn child affirmed Mary’s unlikely choice to bear the 
Son of God. 

In the years that followed, did Mary ever doubt her role as the 
bearer of Christ? Surely her pregnancy was not easy. We know 
the delivery was not. When she had to flee with her husband and 
infant to escape certain death, did she wonder if she had done 
the right thing? When her adolescent son stayed behind in the 
temple courts, causing her to fear that she had lost him, did she 
question whether she was the right one to be looking after the 
Savior of the World? When he left the family trade and set out on 
his own, was she perplexed by this decision? When the religious 
leaders ridiculed and threatened him, did she fear for his life? 
When he turned water to wine, healed the sick, and cast out 
demons, did she smile a private smile? When she watched him 
being nailed to the cross, did a sword pierce her soul? 

Did Mary comprehend how important her role would be in 
bringing salvation to the world? Probably not, yet she still said, 
“Here am I, the servant of the Lord.” 

Listen to the words of a poem by Episcopal priest Alla 
Renée Bozarth:

Before Jesus was his mother.
Before supper in the upper room,
breakfast in the barn.

Before the Passover Feast, 
a feeding trough.
And here, the altar of Earth, 
fair linens of hay and seed.

Before his cry, her cry.
Before his sweat of blood, 
her bleeding and tears.
Before his offering, hers.

Before the breaking of bread and death,
the breaking of her body in birth.

Before the offering of the cup,
the offering of her breast.
Before his blood, her blood.
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And by her body and blood alone,
his body and blood and whole human being.

The wise ones knelt
to hear the woman’s word
in wonder.

Holding up her sacred child,
her spark of God in the form of a babe,
she said: “Receive and let your hearts be healed
and your lives be filled with love, for
This is my body, This is my blood.”2

Mary’s choice to accept the role of Christ-bearer changed not 
only her life but also the lives of all who have come after her. With 
the acceptance of this role, Mary risked her marriage to Joseph. 
She had no guarantee that he would accept her. In fact, she had 
probably seen other young women in similar circumstances be 
rejected, abandoned, and scorned by their husbands. She risked 
being ostracized, or worse, by her family and her community. She 
willingly accepted the responsibility of nurturing God in the flesh. 
Never mind that she had no experience as a mother.

Mary allowed herself to be completely transformed when 
she accepted the role of Christ-bearer. She knowingly exposed 
herself to criticism and condemnation because she had faith that 
the task to which she had been called was greater than herself.

Bearing Christ to the World

Which brings me to us, today. Because Mary made the choice 
to be the bearer of Christ, we, too—women and men—can be 
Christ-bearers. Mary gave birth to Emmanuel, God with us. Now 
God is with us and invites us to share Christ, our salvation, with 
the world. No doubt, if we choose to accept this partnership—if 
we choose to be Christ-bearers—our lives will be changed. 

When we embody Christ, people will notice and respond. 
Some, out of concern, will encourage us to conform to their 
narrow view of what it means bear Christ. Others will be 
curious, perhaps even wanting to rub our “spiritual bellies.” 
Still others will reject and ridicule us, deeming our “condition” 
unjustified, inappropriate, or offensive. We may find ourselves 
misunderstood, frustrated, or abandoned. But it is Scripture 
and the Elizabeths in our lives who will affirm and celebrate that 
Christ is in us. They will fortify and embolden us so that when 
plagued by inexperience or burdened by responsibility, we will 
have the confidence and courage we need to give voice to God’s 
message of salvation. 

Accepting the call to be a Christ-bearer means accepting 
many risks in order to deliver hope to the world. It requires a 
willingness to be transformed—to submit ourselves humbly to 
a message that will challenge and change us from the inside out. 
As we enter into the Advent season, anticipating the birth of the 
Christ Child and looking to his second coming, let us consider 
how we, like Mary, might risk being redefined and refined. Let us 
respond as Mary did, with a “Here am I, the servant of the Lord.”

My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices 
in God my Savior, for he has looked with favor on 

the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all 
generations will call me blessed; for the Mighty One 
has done great things for me, and holy is his name. His 
mercy is for those who fear him from generation to 
generation. He has shown strength with his arm; he has 
scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He 
has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and 
lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good 
things, and sent the rich away empty. He has helped his 
servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according 
to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham 
and to his descendants forever. (Luke 1:46–55 NRSV)

Notes
1. Now in its eighth edition: Glade B. Curtis and Judith Schuler, Your 

Pregnancy Week by Week (Da Capo, 2016).
2. Alla Renée Bozarth, “Before Jesus,” in Accidental Wisdom 

(iUniverse, 2003) 209–10, quoted with permission.
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After reading the introduction to Aimee Byrd’s Recovering from 
Biblical Manhood and Womanhood,1 I admit I put her book 
down to go and read The Yellow Wallpaper, a book that sparked 
Byrd’s thinking and prompted her to write. Only then did I 
return to reading Byrd’s book.

The Yellow Wallpaper is a profoundly disturbing novella 
by American social reformer and feminist, Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman, penned in 1890 and published in 1892.2 It is the semi-
autobiographical story of a woman suffering from post-partum 
depression, in an era when this disorder was misunderstood. 
The woman is prescribed rest therapy, a complete removal of any 
mental, social, or physical activity. She is placed in a room with 
yellow wallpaper and bars on the windows while she is cared for 
by her husband and her sister-in-law, Jenny. The woman speaks 
well of her husband and his care for her, and while the readers 
can see her participation in her own oppression, the narrator 
cannot. She begins to see another woman in the wallpaper, 
desiring to break free, and over time tears at the wallpaper to 
free the woman trapped within. It ends in her husband finding 
her raving mad in the room, having freed the woman from the 
wallpaper, and the voice of the narrator shifts to become the 
voice from behind the wallpaper. The two women are one, and 
she has freed herself from the confinement in which she and her 
husband both participated.

Byrd’s aim in using Gilman’s book is clear. She is asking us to 
consider where we might be blind to the impact of our culture, 
our history or evangelical tribe, or worse, where we might be 
complicit in our own oppression. As followers of Jesus, it is time 
to peel back the wallpaper on the sisters of Christ. Byrd says:

Here I am asking you to look for the yellow wallpaper 
that has been left behind in your church. Maybe it’s 
been there so long that you have learned to live with 
it. In fact, you may not even notice it anymore. Or 
perhaps you do—it’s been nagging at you with all its 
confusing lines—but you know how hard it is to peel 
away old wallpaper. And you don’t want to lose church 
members over it. Heck, you don’t want to lose your own 
job over it. (227–28)

Tribal Responses to Calling out the Wallpaper

Seeking to peel away the wallpaper in any church is a recipe for 
conflict, and the way Byrd has been treated in response to her 
book has demonstrated this once again. As a social media storm 
raged, some of those who profess to follow Jesus resorted to 
name-calling and to comments on her appearance, but offered 
comparatively few comments on her theology. Byrd dared to 
question her own tribe and found herself cast out. Unfortunately, 
hers is not the only example of this in modern evangelicalism. 

Tribalism is growing in the church. Despite the many biblical 
passages that call us to unity, Christians seem to be finding 
more and more reasons to divide. From the seemingly menial 
discussions on music genre, to the more theological discussions 
on human sexuality, the church continues to divide into tribes. 
Byrd’s book is directed to her own tribe, calling church leaders 
to engage in thoughtful discussion and critique of the biblical 
manhood and womanhood movement. As someone who self-
describes as a complementarian, Byrd is not dramatically 
advocating a feminist agenda, but simply that we would seek to 
disciple people into the likeness of Jesus, rather than discipling 
them into “biblical womanhood” or “biblical manhood.”

We need to peel off this yellow wallpaper and reveal 
our true biblical aim. We are not directed to biblical 
manhood nor biblical womanhood; we are directed 
to Christ. Our aim is to behold Christ, as his bride, as 
fellow sons in the Son. (132)

The response she received demonstrates the wallpaper in the 
room where she once sat, as well as the cost for pointing it out. 
Whether you agree with her theologically or not, Byrd’s book is 
a theologically rigorous and clear call for people to be discipled 
into the likeness of Christ. Experienced ministers understand we 
do not disciple people in a vacuum. Every person is constantly 
being discipled—by media, culture, friends and family, even 
by their church—and not always into the likeness of Christ. 
History constantly reminds us of the mistakes we have made 
as the church and the ways we have sought to disciple people 
into the likeness of Christ. The church, as the gathering of God’s 
redeemed yet still-fallen people, will never be perfect, no matter 
what tribe you ascribe to. 

So, as a church, how open are we to seeing the ways we fail to 
disciple people into the likeness of Christ?

An Australian Example

Recently, two journalists sought to point out a different sort 
of yellow wallpaper. Julia Baird and Hayley Gleeson wrote 
several articles on domestic abuse in the Anglican church in 
Australia.3 While many thanked them for their contribution, 
a significant number of church leaders responded by attacking 
these two courageous women. Domestic violence is a significant 
problem in Australia, and our churches are not immune. The 
Melbourne Anglican Diocese has responded by looking at 
how to equip church leaders and communities to respond to 
and prevent family violence through clergy training as well 
as resource and policy development. The program is based on 
the national Preventing Violence against Women framework, 
“Change the Story,” developed by Our Watch, an organisation 
committed to the prevention of domestic violence in Australia. 

The Yellow Wallpaper: Reflecting on Aimee Byrd’s 
Recovering from Biblical Manhood and Womanhood

Bree Mills
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This framework affirms:

Although there is no single cause of violence against 
women and their children, the latest international 
evidence shows that there are certain factors that 
consistently predict—or drive—higher levels of 
violence against women. These include beliefs and 
behaviours reflecting disrespect for women, low 
support for gender equality and an adherence to or 
rigid stereotyped gender roles, relations and identity.4 

Kevin Giles has recently released a book linking the headship of 
men and the abuse of women, which is bound to have a similar 
“tribal” response to Byrd’s. In this brief book, he pulls together 
both scholarly research and writers on domestic abuse and 
violence to make a strong case that a complementarian theology 
contributes to domestic abuse and violence.

At this point of time there is no avoiding the fact that 
there is a relationship between domestic abuse and 
violence and biblical teaching on the headship of men 
and the submission of women. Scholarly studies on 
domestic abuse and violence are agreed that the primary 
driver of this scourge is a sense of male entitlement; 
the belief that men should lead simply because they are 
men, and women should be submissive simply because 
they are women.5

As a Church, we do not want to believe that our theology would 
harm others. I do not believe any Jesus-following Anglican in 
the Australian Church desires to see women harmed. We know 
that Jesus treated women with incredible dignity and respect, 
at a level unheard of in his time. He spoke to them in public, he 
demonstrated compassion, he healed them, he allowed them to 
learn as disciples, and trusted them as his witnesses.6 Our desire 
is simply to follow Jesus as faithfully as we can. For some of us, 
that would include a particular view of men and women and 
their roles in the family and the church. We believe this is God’s 
way, and the way for human relationships to flourish.

But what if our long-held beliefs are the yellow wallpaper? 
What if they are an expression of the culture we inhabit, more 
than the lifestyle of Jesus we seek to follow?

Are we willing to respond in openness as others call out the 
yellow wallpaper that we fail to see? My experience in ministry, 
as a woman, has often made me a safe person for others to share 
with. Over the years, I have heard of people within our egalitarian 
Church whose husbands have used Scripture to justify abuse. I 
have been contacted by those outside of our Church, partners 
of clergy, with a similar experience. I have been contacted by 
women in churches which fall on all sides of the debate, telling 
me of the way their pastor has used his position and Scripture to 
justify abusive treatment. It is a real issue in our churches, in our 
clergy, and in our community. The wallpaper has been peeled 
back; we can no longer deny the links that exist, no matter how 
much we know and believe they should not be an outcome of 
whatever gender theology we accept.

An Opportunity for Change

In the current Covid19-enforced season, many of us have an 
opportunity to stop, to reflect, and to ask these questions about 
our churches, our theology, and our leadership. With less 
activity, fewer in-person meetings, there may be time for reading 
and reflection. I believe one of the privileges of this season is a 
freedom to reimagine church. The world post-Covid19 is going 
to be different. There is time to reflect and consider afresh a 
new approach. Never have we had such an opportunity to bring 
culture change to our churches.

We can stop and take stock of our wallpaper. We can review 
our tribalism. We can choose to listen to other tribes and 
come together like never before. Australians are incredibly 
individualistic—we know what is right, we know how things 
should be done, and we are happy to cut down anyone who 
speaks differently. With that in mind, I suggest that Christians 
in Australia and around the globe would benefit themselves and 
others by moving forward with a commitment to the following 
four actions.

Listen to Other Tribes. 

In the current season, with most of the conferences around the 
world moving online, we have a unique opportunity to hear from 
other voices. Many of us are good at listening to respond, but do 
we listen to really listen—to hear their heartbeat, to hear what 
God has been speaking to them in this season and what God 
might be saying to us through them? We have the opportunity 
to step outside of the echo chambers of social media, seek out 
different voices, and deeply listen.

Ask Others to Point out the Wallpaper.

There are issues we cannot see without help from others. 
We need to be open to other voices who will speak them 
out. Are you willing to speak to the women of your church, 
or even better, to secure an independent consultant to speak 
to the women of your church, to hear and understand their 
experience? No matter your theology, if you seek to love and 
serve women as sisters in Christ and see them grow into the 
fullness of Christlikeness, will you open yourself to hear their 
voices and listen to their struggles?

Those of us who are ministers of the gospel hold a position 
of power, and it is not always easy for people to raise these issues 
with us. We need to be proactive in seeking their responses in 
safe ways. Even getting the opinion of a trusted colleague about 
blind spots you may not be able to see or a book they recommend 
is a good start. I have made it a habit to ask those from different 
perspectives and tribes what books I should read; Byrd’s was one 
such recommendation, and I am thankful for it. 

Pray, Wait, Seek Counsel, and Proceed Slowly.

We need to be slow to respond. When someone challenges core 
beliefs, or an area we are passionate about, our natural response 
is defensiveness. You may be feeling it reading this article. That 
may be the right, good, and true response, and if it is, it will 
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still be there tomorrow. The least Christlike behaviour I have 
seen is often online, posted quickly, in response to an article (or, 
perhaps, the title of an article) that stirs an emotional response. 
Rather than jumping to defend your tribe online, whatever tribe 
that might be, stop. Pray. Wait. Seek counsel. Proceed slowly. 
Take time to pray through your response. If possible, do not 
respond out of emotion; allow emotions to settle and pass, and 
respond from a clear head. If possible, get someone else to read 
through your response for you and pray with you about the 
response you feel you need to make.

The same should be said about seeking to bring change in 
your church. If you are convinced something needs to change, 
stop. Pray. Wait. Seek counsel. Proceed slowly. This season has 
given us the opportunity to do this. I believe there is incredible 
wisdom and experience in the Anglican Church of Australia, 
and surely in other denominations as well, if we would be willing 
to lay down our independence and our tribal lines, and to seek 
counsel from one another.

Seek Christlikeness above All Else.

Above all, I think Aimee Byrd’s call was clear. We should be 
seeking to disciple everyone to be more like Christ. As ministers 
of the gospel we should be seeking to demonstrate Christlikeness 
in all we do, in the way we lead, the way we speak, and the way we 
engage with others online. The response to Byrd’s book online 
was far from this. Christians should never engage in name-
calling, personal attacks, or bullying. No matter how much you 
disagree with another person’s theology or standpoint, they are 

still a person created in the image of God and must be treated 
as such.

Sometimes our tribalism blinds us. When others behave 
in a similar way, it leads us to excuse or accept inappropriate 
behaviour, to accept them as part of the wallpaper. As followers 
of Jesus, our lives, words, and every action should be emulating 
the grace, generosity, and love of Jesus that we see in the Gospels.

Notes
1. Aimee Byrd, Recovering from Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: 
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also the CBE review by Kurty Darling at https://cbeinternational.org/
resource/book-review/recovering-biblical-manhood-and-womanhood-
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The Jesus Quest (1995) and The Paul Quest (1998) as well as 
commentaries on the entire NT. Witherington is ordained in 
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Background and Purpose of the Book

From Lew Wallace’s Ben-Hur (1880) to Lloyd C. Douglas’s 
The Robe (1942) to the more recent Mark of the Lion trilogy 
(1993-1995) by Francine Rivers, the first-century NT era has 
been the setting of many entertaining novels. In recent years, 
IVP Academic has enlisted biblical scholars to write works 
of historical fiction that educate readers about the NT. These 
include a novel by Paula Gooder in 2018 about Phoebe (see Rom 
16:1-2)1 as well as the seven-volume Week in the Life series (2012-
2020), which includes two volumes by Witherington. To this 
recent corpus of Bible-based historical fiction, Witherington 
adds a novella about the NT figure Priscilla (see Acts 18:2, 18-
28, Rom 16:3, 1 Cor 16:19, 2 Tim 4:19).

Witherington seeks to fulfill two purposes in writing 
Priscilla: The Life of an Early Christian. Foremostly, he answers 
the question, “Who was Priscilla?” Referencing common 
questions about this enigmatic biblical woman, he posits 
answers to questions such as: “Why is she mentioned before 
her husband? Does her instruction of Apollos mean that 
women taught in the church? What is her story?”2

Secondly, recognizing Priscilla’s recurring presence in 
the NT (mentioned six times in four books and living in 
Rome, Corinth and Ephesus), Witherington seeks to “help 
readers connect the events and correspondence in different 
New Testament books.”3 Thus, he hopes to write a narrative 
introduction to the NT centred around one important, and 
usually neglected, figure of the early church.

Content of the Book

The reader is introduced to Priscilla in Rome circa AD 96, 
now an eighty-year-old woman who oversees her tent-making 
business. Plagued by nightmares about the fire of Rome, 
Priscilla therapeutically tells her story to her adopted daughter 
Julia, who chronicles it for posterity.

We learn that Priscilla (a more personal form of the name 
Prisca) was a Gentile God-fearer within the Jewish community 

and eventually became a believer in Christ by attending 
Pentecost celebrations in Jerusalem, even being present at 
Peter’s famous sermon (see Acts 2).

Prisca continues her story chronologically, telling of her 
marriage to Aquila, the situation that forced them to move to 
Corinth, and their eventual meeting of the Apostle Paul. Their 
ministry with Paul takes them to Ephesus and eventually back 
to Rome. Prisca goes on to educate Julia about the fire of Rome, 
the death of Peter and Paul, the destruction of Jerusalem, and 
events that happened during the reign of Emperor Domitian 
(AD 81-96). There is also an attention-grabbing back story 
about Priscilla and her relation to the Roman authorities.

Along the way, the reader learns about NT figures like 
Apollos, Junia, Mary Magdalene (or Miryam of Magdala 
as Witherington calls her), Peter, and especially Paul. The 
reader is given copious details about Rome, Corinth, Ephesus, 
the Roman emperors, and daily life in first-century Greco-
Roman culture. In the style of a textbook, Witherington’s 
work of fiction contains over 160 footnotes, more than forty 
pictures and maps, many Greek and Latin words, and dozens 
of quotations from ancient sources.

Critical Engagement with the Book

The format is conducive to interspersed biblical, historical, 
and theological teaching, where Witherington exhibits his 
professorial passion and experience. As a result, many of 
Witherington’s opinions about the NT books and the early 
church shine through Priscilla’s narrative.

Concerning the composition of the NT books, Witherington 
holds to a traditional Roman location of the writing of Paul’s 
Prison Epistles (121) as well as Pauline authorship of the Pastoral 
Epistles (although he believes Luke penned these letters under 
Paul’s direction, making sense of the oft-noted vocabulary 
and style; 9, 167-68). He also thinks Apollos wrote the book of 
Hebrews (24, 155, 162), Peter wrote 1 Peter (87), and that John 
Mark wrote his Gospel using the notes and reflections of the 
Apostle Peter (144, 176).

Other thought-provoking views include Witherington’s 
belief that first-century believers released their slaves as a result 
of their faith in Jesus and early apostolic teaching (7, 137). Also, 
he believes that Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” (2 Cor 12:7-10) was 
poor eyesight as a result of his Damascus-road experience and 
subsequent beatings (51, 89).

Readers of Priscilla Papers will be especially interested in 
the way Witherington portrays women in the early church. 
He describes Priscilla as a wise and faithful disciple of Christ, 
as well as a leader in the first-century church. Witherington 

Book Review
Priscilla: The Life of an Early Christian

by Ben Witherington III (IVP Academic, 2019)
Reviewed by Jonathan Tysick
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believes Priscilla’s name to be placed before her husband 
Aquila’s in Rom 16:3 and Acts 18:26 because she, unlike Aquila, 
was a Roman citizen and therefore had higher social standing 
(36). He also emphasizes Prisca’s teaching of her co-worker 
Apollos, without positioning her over her husband in terms of 
church prominence and leadership (23, 71, 72).

Reflecting his career-long interest in women in the NT,4 
Witherington exhibits a respectful and nuanced attitude 
when introducing the reader to other NT women. Without 
pigeonholing these women into unhelpful female stereotypes 
(or leaving their femininity behind altogether), Witherington 
portrays them as invaluable contributors to the early Christian 
movement. For example, he describes Phoebe (Rom 16:1-2) as a 
house assembly leader and believes she not only delivered, but 
also read Paul’s letter to the Roman church (60).

Witherington also states that Euodia (whom he identifies 
with Lydia, mentioned in Acts 16) and Syntyche were leaders in 
the Philippian church (138). Although Priscilla focuses her story 
on the early Christian movement after the ascension of Christ, 
she also tells Julia about the importance of female disciples 
during Jesus’s ministry, including Mary of Magdala, Susanna, 
and Joanna (106). Fascinatingly, Witherington believes Joanna 
(Luke 8:3, 24:10) is the same person as Junia (Rom 16:7).5 He 
furthermore believes that Junia was an important apostle (97-
100) and not merely “well known to the apostles” (ESV) or 
“noteworthy in the eyes of the apostles” (HCSB, CSB).

In one conversation Julia says, “I’ve heard some say that 
Paulus silenced women and prevented them from using 
their God-given gifts,” to which Priscilla shakes her head 
“vehemently” and says “this is far from the truth” (58). 
In another conversation, Priscilla states that “Paulus had 
no issues with women leaders in his congregations” (138). 
Rather, Priscilla explains the difficult Pauline texts in 
light of their historical and cultural context, saying, “those 
texts were never meant to exclude women from praying 
or prophesying or teaching or whatever they were gifted 
and called by God to do” (168). In agreement with non-
hierarchal complementarian (that is, egalitarian) theology, 
Witherington exhibits NT church leadership as based on 
Spirit-given gifts rather than gender.

Perhaps the book’s strengths are also its weaknesses. 
Although all will benefit from this novella, non-academic 
readers may find themselves overwhelmed by the plethora 
of historical details, footnotes, and references to the ancient 
world. Witherington is not an unskilled writer of fiction, but it 
is clear that this is didactic fiction nonetheless.

Witherington does succeed in his didactic aims. As a master 
NT exegete and historian of the first century, he presents a 
historically plausible and interesting overview of the figure of 
Priscilla, as well as of the NT and the cultures in which it arose. 
Incredibly, he does this in just twenty-nine pithy chapters 
spread over 191 pages. This short length may mistakenly lead 
students and studious pastors to judge his work as lacking in 
academic rigour.

Hopefully, students, pastors, and many other Christians 
will pick up this book to educate themselves about the 
coherent narrative of the first-century church and especially 
the prominent role of women in this movement. Furthermore, 
one hopes that those who read it will be challenged to serve 
Christ and his church in the tradition of Priscilla herself, to 
the full extent of their Spirit-empowered gifts—regardless of 
their gender.

Notes
1. Reviewed by Michaela Miller in Priscilla Papers 33/3 (Summer 

2019) 28.
2. Back cover. 
3. Back cover.
4. Since 1981, when he earned his doctorate with a dissertation 

on the role of women in the Gospels and Acts, under the supervision 
of Methodist NT scholar C. K. Barrett at the University of 
Durham, England.

5. See pp. 97-100 and Witherington, “Joanna: Apostle of the Lord – 
or Jailbait?,” in BRev (Spring 2005) 12-14, as well as the interpretation 
of Richard J. Bauckham in his Gospel Women: Studies of the Named 
Women in the Gospels (Eerdmans, 2002) 109-202.
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