




















is the meaning of “there is no x or y”? Unfortunately, none of the other

uses of this Greek phrase in the three hundred years surrounding the

New Testament25 is used in a similar manner (“there is no x or y”). So

it is necessary to determine the meaning of this expression by examin-

ing its immediate context, as well as its broader, biblical context. At least

four different evidences may be presented to argue that the phrase

“there is no x or y” is another way of saying “there is no distinction

between x and y in this sense—all believers, regardless of their ethnic,

religious, sexual, or economic state, are one in Christ.”

First, within Galatians 3:26-29 there is a clear emphasis on the uni-

versal nature of the benefits brought about by the advent of Christ: “you

are all sons” (3:26), “for all of you who were baptized into Christ have

clothed yourselves with Christ” (3:27), “for you are all one in Christ

Jesus” (3:28). All who belong to Christ are sons and heirs. If all people

share in something, say the quality R, then there is no distinction

between these people insofar as they share in R.

Second, Galatians 3:28 is part of a larger salvation-historical argu-

ment, and the Old Testament clearly anticipated that the new covenant

would be universal, for all people. Paul writes that the Galatians are no

longer minors but full sons because the fullness of time has arrived 

(cf. 4:1-7). The new covenant age has appeared, and Gentiles and Jews

are now heirs of the promise made to Abraham. This event, as pre-

dicted by the Old Testament prophets Jeremiah and Joel, included the

universal blessing of God on those who believe, whatever their place

in life. Here are the words of Jeremiah:

“This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that

time,” declares the LORD. “I will put my law in their minds and write

it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. No

longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying,

‘Know the LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of

them to the greatest,” declares the LORD.

— JER. 31:33-34A (EMPHASIS MINE)

Jeremiah points to the universal nature of the new covenant;

everyone, from the least to the greatest, will be able to know the Lord.

Joel’s prophetic description of the arrival of this day includes the same

element:
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“And afterward I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and

daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young

men will see visions. Even on my servants, both men and women, I

will pour out my Spirit in those days.”

—JOEL 2:28-29 (EMPHASIS MINE)

Joel, like Paul in Galatians 3:28, uses couplets of opposites to delin-

eate “all people”: “I will pour out my Spirit on all people . . . both men

and women.” He describes all people by contrasting sons/daughters,

old/young, men/women; all people will receive God’s Spirit.

Jeremiah 31 and Joel 2 are important Old Testament descriptions

of the arrival of the new covenant, the fulfillment of which is described

in Galatians 3—4. These two Old Testament passages stress the uni-

versality of the new covenant by using couplets of opposites, much like

the couplets found in Galatians 3:28. It is clear that phrases such as

“from the least of them to the greatest” and “even on my servants, both

men and women” are meant to include everybody, without distinction.

It is important to note, however, that the mere presence of universal

language here in Galatians 3:26-29 does not, by itself, insure a direct

link from Galatians 3:28 to the Old Testament passages noted above.

Likewise, there is no evidence that Paul was citing these Old Testament

authors or that his expression “there is no x or y” is directly tied to

Jeremiah’s somewhat different phrase “from the least to the greatest”

(“from x to y”).

What is argued here is that: 1) the anticipated new covenant bless-

ing was universal, promised to all individuals who believed, without

distinction: “whoever calls on the name of the LORD will be delivered”

(Joel 2:32, NASB). Furthermore, the promise to Abraham, which is

clearly in view in Galatians 3—4, had a universal scope: “I will bless

those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peo-

ples on earth will be blessed through you” (Gen. 12:3; cf. Gen. 17:5).

2) Galatians 3:28 describes the new covenant people of God who are

recipients of the promise made to Abraham. 3) Since the Old

Testament prophecies (Jer. 31; Joel 2) and the promise made to

Abraham (Gen. 12) emphasized that God’s blessings in the new

covenant would be available to all without distinction, and since

Galatians 3:28 describes the people of the new covenant, it is reason-

able to conclude that the formula “there is no x or y” has the same

intent as what was predicted in the Old Testament. That is, everybody
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is included, without distinction, from the least to the greatest (Jer. 31),

men and women (Joel 2), old and young (Joel 2).

Third, the New Testament often uses pairs of opposites as a liter-

ary device to express the concept of “universal.” This figure of speech

is a “merism.” For example, the expression “I searched high and low

for you” does not mean that I literally searched the high places and

then the low places. Rather, the opposites high/low are used to denote

high, low, and everything in between: I searched everywhere for you.

Granted, in places in the New Testament pairs of opposites may have

other functions (e.g., life/death, light/darkness); but when the oppo-

sites consist of groups of people, these figures of speech frequently

denote all people. For example, 1 Corinthians 12:13: “For we were all

baptized by one Spirit into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave

or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.” Here two pairs

of opposites—Jew/Greek and slave/free—function in apposition to

“all”; the pairs Jew/Greek and slave/free are another way of denoting

all people. Further examples of this include Revelation 19:18: “so that

you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men, of horses

and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free and slave, small and

great” and Ephesians 6:8: “because you know that the Lord will reward

everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free.” Also

note Romans 10:11-12; 1 Corinthians 10:32; Colossians 3:11;

Revelation 6:15.

Modern examples of this are not difficult to find. Consider, for

example, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech,

delivered in front of the Lincoln Memorial in August 1963:

I have a dream my four little children will one day live in a nation

where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by

[the] content of their character. . . . This will be the day when all

God’s children will be able to sing with new meaning—“my coun-

try ’tis of thee; sweet land of liberty; of thee I sing; land where my

fathers died, land of the pilgrim’s pride; from every mountainside,

let freedom ring”—and if America is to be a great nation, this must

become true. So let freedom ring. . . .

And when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring from

every village and hamlet, from every state and city, we will be

able to speed up the day when all of God’s children—black men

and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Catholics and Protestants—will be

able to join hands and sing the words of the old Negro spiritual,
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“Free at last, free at last; thank God Almighty, we are free at last.”

(italics mine)26

Dr. King longed for the day when freedom would ring every-

where, when every person would celebrate the emancipation of people

of color from racial discrimination. He chose pairs of opposites—

black/white, Jew/Gentile, Catholic/Protestant—to convey the univer-

sality of his dream.

Fourth, other Pauline passages that are similar in many ways

specifically confirm this proposal. Compare these two passages in

Romans with Galatians 3:26-28 (emphasis mine):

But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been man-

ifested, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the righ-

teousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all those who believe;

for there is no distinction.

—ROM. 3:21-22 (NASB)

For the Scripture says, “Whoever believes in Him will not be disap-

pointed.” For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the

same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in riches for all who call on Him,

for “Whoever will call on the name of the LORD will be saved.”

—ROM. 10:11-13 (NASB)

For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus. For all of you

who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there

is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

—GAL. 3:26-28 (NASB)

Several common themes are repeated in all three of these passages.

1) All three passages occur in a salvation-historical context. 2) There is

an unmistakable universal emphasis; the blessings of God are available

to all who are in His Son, regardless of human distinctions. 3) Each pas-

sage refers to the inclusion of the Gentiles. Although Romans 3:21-22,

quoted above, contains no mention of the Gentiles, just after these
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verses, in the same thought unit, Paul writes: “Is God the God of Jews

only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of Gentiles too, since there

is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncir-

cumcised through that same faith” (vv. 29-30). 4) Though many differ-

ent expressions are used, there is a repeated emphasis upon believing in

Christ: “through faith in Christ to all who believe” (Rom. 3:22), “who-

ever believes,” “all who call on Him” (Rom. 10:11-12, NASB), “in Christ

Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 5) The Jew/Greek couplet used in Galatians 3:28 is

used in much the same manner as in Romans 10:12. Of even greater

interest is that Romans 10:13 directly cites Joel 2:28-32.

In Romans Paul’s intent is not clouded by the ambiguous “there is

no x or y” as in Galatians 3:28, but his use of this couplet here is clear:

There is no distinction between Jew and Greek with regard to salvation—

all who call upon Him will be saved. If Galatians 3:28 is tied to Joel

2:28-32, which seems likely, then given the use of the Jew/Greek cou-

plet in Romans 10:12, the meaning of “there is no x or y” in Galatians

3:28 is, “there is no distinction between x or y in this respect: all believ-

ers, without distinction, are one in Christ and are heirs of the new

covenant blessings that He brings.”

The negations in verse 28 function as “merisms” to denote that all

believers, without distinction, regardless of their racial status (Jew,

Gentile), economic status (slave, free), or gender (male, female), are

recipients of what was first promised to Abraham’s one Seed and is

now, in the fullness of time, delivered to all who are united to Christ.

Galatians 3:26-29 is the climax of Paul’s argument that began with

the Antioch incident (2:11-14). Failing to understand the changes that

resulted from the arrival of Christ, the Gentile Galatians were suscep-

tible to the false teaching that they must somehow be related to the

ways of Abraham and the law-covenant in order to be a true heir. Their

confusion is understandable. Since the Old Testament tied the promise

and its blessings to being of the seed of Abraham, the Gentile Galatians,

lacking a connection to Abraham, could easily conclude it would be

impossible for them to become heirs without doing something to be

tied to Abraham. Now, however, in contrast to this God has made son-

ship and the inheritance available to all who are in Christ.

The inheritance is still dependent upon being related to Abraham.

What has changed, however, is that now one becomes a seed of

Abraham by being related to the Seed of Abraham, Christ, through

faith. So the inheritance is now available to Jew and Greek alike.
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Christians are the seed of Abraham because they are ‘one in Christ’

(Gal 3.28b) who is the true seed of Abraham. All those who are in

Christ are the seed of Abraham whether they be Jew or Gentile.

For Paul, as well as for the rest of the New Testament, the con-

cept of Inheritance is Christocentric. Christ is the true Seed from

whom the rest of the spiritual descendants of the Promise spring.27

Sandwiched between verse 26 and verse 29, Galatians 3:28

describes God’s people in the new covenant. These people have fully

associated with Christ; they have been baptized into Him and have

been clothed with Him. By nature of their incorporation into Him,

they have become the rightful heirs of the blessing promised to

Abraham and to sons of God. As predicted by the Old Testament, the

new covenant is now known by its universal call; all are invited,

whether Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female. There is no dis-

tinction among God’s people; no race, nation, class, or gender has

favored status with God. As the old revival preachers used to say, “The

ground is level at the foot of the cross.” Every member of God’s

household enters the same way, by being related to God’s Son. And

because all of God’s family shares in His one Son, there is now a new

unity among God’s people.

THE MEANING AND SIGNIFICANCE OF GALATIANS 3:28

In light of the exegetical, lexical, and syntactical data already presented,

I will now put forth and defend four statements about Galatians 3:28

that I believe capture Paul’s intent.

Galatians 3:28 Describes the New People of God

Complementarians have sometimes tended to ignore the salvation-his-

torical implications of Galatians 3—4. Klyne Snodgrass is right when

he states, “Whatever else is done with the other texts concerning

women, justice must be done to the newness proclaimed in Galatians

3:28” (italics mine).28 Though the term new is found nowhere in

Galatians 3:26-29, these verses are preceded by 3:23-25 and are fol-

lowed by 4:1-7; any interpretation of Galatians 3:28 must address the
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question, “What is new here?” If the meaning of Galatians 3:28 is sim-

ply that Jew/Greeks, slaves/free, men/women are all God’s people, it is

difficult to see how such an interpretation does justice to the new era

brought about by the arrival of Christ.

What, then, is new about the people of God in the new covenant?

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to fully flesh this out, but I will

list a couple of changes that are representative of the types of changes

I believe Paul had in mind.

First, there was a corporate flavor to salvation under the law-

covenant. W. D. Davies comments, “The religion of the Torah was

essentially a national religion. To accept the Torah meant not merely ini-

tiation into a religion . . . but incorporation into a nation.”29 Generally

speaking, since it was necessary to be tied to Abraham to inherit the

promised blessings, and since Abraham was intricately linked to the

Jewish nation, then naturally salvation became associated with the

Jewish nation.30 With the arrival of Christ and the new covenant this

nationalistic/ethnological emphasis has vanished. In the old system one

outside of Judaism and the Jewish nation could feel excluded, but now,

as Galatians 3:28 clearly proclaims, this is no longer true. All people can

come to Christ. “The locus of the people of God is no longer national

and tribal; it is international, transracial, transcultural.”31

Second, the new era brings a time when God’s Spirit is poured out

on all believers. In Old Testament times the Spirit was primarily poured

out upon individuals with distinctive roles—prophets, priests, and kings.

These leaders guided the nation, teaching, leading, and protecting the

people. They represented God to the people, and their Spirit-empow-

ered roles were primarily mediatorial. But though the prophets “tended

to focus on the corporate results, the restoration of the nation . . . they

also anticipated a transformation of individual ‘hearts’—no longer hearts

of stone but hearts that hunger to do God’s will.”32 They looked forward

to the new, when God promised that He would “pour out [His] Spirit

on all people” (Joel 2:28) and give each of His people “a new heart” and

“a new spirit” to follow His decrees (Ezek. 36:24-27). Galatians 3:26-29
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highlights the fact that all God’s people now are sons and hence heirs.

Each believer is an heir, and as a result each receives the promised Spirit

(Gal. 3:14; 4:6-7). God’s people no longer look to specific mediatorial

leaders, empowered by the Spirit to show them God’s ways. Now all

God’s people have the promised inheritance, His Spirit.

Galatians 3:28 definitely describes a new, important, and exciting

change. It is not difficult to imagine Paul’s enthusiasm as he pro-

claimed the truths in Galatians 3:26-29: “You are ALL sons of God.

You have ALL put on Christ. You ALL are fully heirs. You ALL have

God’s Spirit and call out Abba, Father.” The new age has brought about

an era when God’s Spirit indwells each believer and each of God’s

people may know and respond to Him personally. It is a new time, a

time of Abba, Father, when God Himself dwells with each of His peo-

ple (cf. Ezek. 37:26-27).

In sum, it is important to recognize the newness of the proclama-

tion of Galatians 3:26-29. Complementarians and egalitarians differ

regarding the specifics of what is new, but any responsible interpreta-

tion of Galatians 3:28 must acknowledge the arrival of the new

covenant and the accompanying changes in the people of God.

Oneness in Galatians 3:28 Does Not Imply Unqualified Equality

Egalitarians have misinterpreted the phrase “you are all one in Christ

Jesus.” To say a plurality of groups of people are one does not mean that

each group is equal in every sense, or even in most senses. To label two

groups who are equal in one aspect equal without clarification is to

invite confusion and misunderstanding.

The importance of the phrase “for you are all one in Christ Jesus”

has already been noted. There are two substantive reasons why “you

are all one” does not mean “you are all equal.” The first reason is the

lexical range of the word “one” (Greek heis, mia, hen). Lexically this

word cannot mean “equal.” An overview of BAGD will confirm this,

as there is no known example of it being used this way.

The second reason “you are all one” does not mean “you are all

equal” is the meaning of this phrase. As was previously demonstrated,

a study of every parallel use of the phrase “we/you/they are one” in the

three hundred years surrounding the New Testament reveals that this

expression fails to express the concept of unqualified equality. In fact,

“you are all one” is used of diverse objects; it is not used of similar

objects to denote they are similar. This is confirmed by Paul’s similar
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expressions in 1 Corinthians 3:8 and Romans 12:5. The expression

“you are one” is an expression that denotes what different people, with

different tasks or gifts, have in common—viz., one body in Christ. The

use is the same with the Father and Son (John 10:30) and the husband

and wife (Mark 10:8). In every case the expression “you are one” high-

lights an element that diverse objects share in common. In the case of

the Godhead, the Father and the Son, though different in person and

role, share the same nature. In marriage the husband and wife, though

different in creation, fall, and roles,33 share one flesh.

Perhaps a contemporary example will help. If the expression “you

are all one” was used today in a manner similar to the way in which

Paul used it, we would read something like “The Republicans and the

Democrats are one in their resolve to fight terrorism.” This statement

links two disparate entities by delineating something they share in

common. We would not expect to find this expression used in this

manner: “The twins are one in appearance,” as this links two nearly

identical objects.

In summary, then, the lexical evidence as well as the meaning of

“you are all one” are decidedly against any interpretation that attempts

to read unconstrained equality into this expression. When Paul states

that Jew/Greek, slave/free, male/female are one, he is saying that these

widely diverse people share something in common. The expression

“you are one” does not mean “you have so much in common” or that

the plurality of pieces are interchangeable, but the opposite.

The expression “you are all one” does, however, contain some

notion of equality. If, for example, two objects share in R, they are

equal in that they both share in R. So if Jew/Greek, slave/free,

male/female share in Christ, then they are equal in this regard—they

all share in Christ. In this sense egalitarians are correct when they

assert “men and women are equal in Christ.” But simply because x

and y share something in common—they are equal in this one

respect—it does not follow that x and y are equal (i.e., the same) in

other respects. It is important at this point to take a brief look at the

concept of equality.
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EXCURSUS ON EQUALITY

The concept of equality has become central in the debate over

Galatians 3:28, even though Paul never uses the hisos (Greek word for

“equal”) word group in this verse. Though this chapter has focused on

the exegetical and contextual details of Galatians 3:28, it is nevertheless

important to say something about the link between Galatians 3:28 and

the notion of equality, for virtually every egalitarian treatment of this

verse ties Galatians 3:28 to equality.

What does it mean for two entities to be equal? If a seven-year-old,

for example, asks his father, “Does a cup of sugar equal a cup of flour?”

the father faces a dilemma. If by the son’s question he means, “Is a cup

of one granular material the same volume as a cup of another material?”

the answer is “Yes.” If, on the other hand, he is asking, “Can I put a cup

of sugar in this recipe instead of a cup of flour since they are equal?”

the answer is “No.” A cup of sugar and a cup of flour are equal in one

aspect, but not in all. The statement, “A cup of sugar and flour are

equal” is valid and true, provided one understands the manner in

which they are equal.

Consider the Declaration of Independence. It states: “We hold

these truths to be self-evident, that all Men are created equal . . .” (ital-

ics mine). This statement is both true and false, depending on what one

means by “equal.” Surely all people aren’t equal in many ways: All peo-

ple do not write like Shakespeare or jump like Michael Jordan, all peo-

ple are not given the same educational or vocational opportunities, and

all people are certainly given different starts in life due to their family

situation. But all people do equally have certain unalienable rights

given to them by God. The writers of the Declaration recognized the

possible confusion and clarified what they intended by the term

“equal” by using a series of dependent clauses: “that they are endowed

by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are

Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness . . .” “All Men are created

equal” is a profound statement, provided one rightly understands what

is intended by “equal.”

Both examples discussed above show that the claim “x and y are

equal” really means “x and y are equal in some defined aspect.”

Peter Westen, in his work Speaking of Equality: An Analysis of the

Rhetorical Force of ‘Equality’ in Moral and Legal Discourse, provides some

basic parameters that are helpful when considering the concept of
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equality. His basic definition of descriptive equality helps provide clar-

ity in the discussion regarding the equality of men and women:

Descriptive equality is the relationship that obtains among two or

more distinct things that have been jointly measured by a common

standard and found to be indistinguishable, or identical, as mea-

sured by that standard. Things that are equal by one standard of

comparison are inevitably unequal by other standards, and vice

versa. It therefore follows that the things of this world that we are

capable of measuring are not either equal or unequal. They are both

equal and unequal.34

Westen points out that in order to call two things “equal” one must

at least have 1) two distinct entities, 2) a means of measurement, and

3) a common standard. If the common standard in the cup of

sugar/flour illustration was volume, the two cups were equal. If, on the

other hand, the common standard was substance, they were unequal.

Likewise, if the common standard in the Declaration of Independence

is artistic ability, all people are not created equal. If, however, the com-

mon standard is certain rights before God, then all people are created

equal. Westen correctly notes that it is crucial to clarify the common

standard of comparison, for “things that are equal by one standard of

comparison are inevitably unequal by other standards.”35 Even two dis-

tinct dollar bills are equal by one standard of comparison (worth) and

unequal in other standards (age, color, location, etc.). Inevitably, as

Westen notes, things in life are not equal or unequal, but both equal and

unequal, depending upon the standard of comparison. So it is confus-

ing at best to call two things equal without clearly delineating the stan-

dard of comparison.36

Proponents of both the egalitarian and complementarian sides,

though perhaps failing to understand Westen’s basic parameters, have

intuitively recognized the need to qualify the term equal, for it is obvi-

ous to virtually everybody that men and women aren’t completely

equal. Men and women, for example, assuredly do not have equal (i.e.,

the same) bodies. Thus, consider how some egalitarians have modified

the term equal: “They [men and women] are equally members of his
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body”;37 Paul sought to equalize “the status of male and female in

Christ”;38 “we err greatly if we do not insist on equal standing for

women with men in Christ”;39 “[t]hey still remain male and female,

but such distinctions become immaterial to their equal participation in

the life of the church.”40

And complementarians have likewise modified the term equal.

Werner Neuer comments, “Galatians 3:28 means, therefore, that as far

as eternal salvation is concerned, all, whether male or female, are equal before

God and that each one may enjoy divine sonship through faith in Jesus

(cf. Galatians 3:29)” (italics original).41 John Jefferson Davis, while

acknowledging that both men and women are equally entrusted with

the joint exercises of dominion and image-bearing in Genesis 1:26-28,

comments that it would be erroneous to conclude “that equality in some

respects entails equality in all respects” (italics original).42

Both egalitarians and complementarians claim equality but fail to

clearly specify the means of measurement (2 above) or the standard of

comparison (3 above). Great confusion results. Note that both groups will

heartily own the statement, “Men and women are equal in Christ.” Both

groups will gladly embrace the statement, “Men and women have equal

roles in Christ.”43 In these two affirmations, however, both sides mean

something substantially different by the statement. In sum, the nature of

the concept of equal demands careful qualification—a means of mea-

surement (2 above) and a clear standard of comparison (3 above).44

There is nothing inherently wrong with the concept of equality;

properly clarified, it is a biblical concept. The crux of the issue is this:

What is the standard of comparison when someone asserts “Galatians
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3:28 teaches the ‘equality’ of men and women”? Equal in what sense?

Equal value? Equal abilities? Equal roles? Equal callings? Equal inher-

itance in Christ? And how is this equality to be measured?

With this background on the concept of equality in mind, it is now

necessary to make some concluding remarks regarding the central affir-

mation of this section: Oneness in Galatians 3:28 does not imply

unqualified equality. Lexically the term “one” (Greek heis, mia, hen)

cannot mean “equal.” And though the expression “you are all one”

implies some notion of equality—Jews/Gentiles, slave/free, male/female

share in one Christ—it does not follow that men and women are equal

in an unqualified sense. Any meaningful statement on the relationship

between equality and Galatians 3:28 must clearly state a common stan-

dard of comparison. Hence, unqualified statements like “Galatians 3:28

teaches the equality of men and women” are both dangerously impre-

cise and potentially misleading.

Galatians 3:28 Does Not Primarily Address the Issue of Sexual Roles

While rightly pointing to the need to consider the social implications of

Galatians 3:28, egalitarians are mistaken when they consider the “pri-

mary” focus of this verse as being horizontal relationships within the

Christian community.45 To be fair, most egalitarians rightly say the pri-

mary focus is theological and the social implications are only secondary.

Anyone who has extensively read egalitarian studies on Galatians 3:28,

however, will readily notice that the ostensibly “secondary” becomes the

primary. The very reason Galatians 3:28 has become a lightning rod in

the contemporary debate over the roles of men and women is because

egalitarians have trumpeted that this verse teaches that men and women

have interchangeable roles in the home and church. Does Galatians 3:28

address the question of the roles of men and women? Three contextual

and structural considerations reveal that Paul’s primary concern was not

with the roles of each of these groups.

The flow of Paul’s argument: First, the entire flow of Paul’s argument

from 2:15 through 3:29 and beyond is salvation-historical. He is con-

cerned with issues such as the purpose and relevancy of the Law, the ful-

fillment of the promise, and changes brought about by the arrival of

Christ. The major story line is the progression from Abraham and the

heirs-to-be of the promise made to him up to the fulfillment of this
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promise in Christ and the consequent blessing of all who are in Him. The

concepts of the “one” and the “many” are critical. The many were in the

one, Abraham. He was their representative head, and as a result the bless-

ings of the promise came only through him, the one. In the same way

Christ is the one Seed; only through Him can the promised inheritance

be received. The many are blessed through their relationship to the One.

When the flow of Galatians 3—4 is considered, it is evident that

Paul’s concern was not with how the many relate to one another or

behave in the church or home. His main emphasis was that the many,

because of their tie to the One, are now heirs of the blessings promised

to Abraham. All believing individuals, regardless of their tribal or family

connection, financial condition, or gender, are heirs of the inheritance.

The logic of Galatians 3:26-29: A second reason it is likely Galatians

3:28 has little specifically to say about the roles of men and women is

because Galatians 3:28 is framed by verse 26 and verse 29. These state-

ments reveal the heart of the paragraph Galatians 3:26-29: “you are all

sons . . . then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the

promise.” Paul’s purpose is to describe how sonship, which is now

available to all through God’s Son, also results in one becoming an heir

of the promises made to Abraham. Since 1) Galatians 3:26-29 describes

the fulfillment of the promise made to Abraham, and 2) the promise

made to Abraham highlighted the universal nature of this inheritance

(“all peoples on earth will be blessed through you,” Gen. 12:3, italics

added), then it is highly likely that 3) the purpose of the three negated

couplets in Galatians 3:28 is to express the universality of the new peo-

ple of God: all people are included.

The two phrases in verse 26 and verse 29 provide the context for

verse 28. If Paul’s purpose is to teach about the universal availability of

the inheritance, as predicted in the Old Testament, it is difficult to

understand how the respective roles of Jew/Greek, slave/free,

male/female fit into his argument. No doubt there may be implications

for the roles of men and women, but the structure of the passage clearly

shows Paul’s intent was the universal nature of the new inheritance,

not the respective roles of those who receive it.

The implication of “you are one”: A third reason Paul likely did not

have equality (sameness) of roles in mind in Galatians 3:28 stems from

the critical expression “you are all one.” As has already been noted, this

expression is used to show what diverse objects have in common. If

Paul’s intent was to show that men and women have the same roles—
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that is, their roles in the church, home, and society are interchange-

able—it is doubtful he would have used this expression. But the

expression “you are all one,” while specifying a shared element

between two entities, nevertheless implicitly points to differences

between the two elements. The expression, when it is used in the New

Testament of people, clearly presumes distinctions between the two

entities. The New Testament examples of “we/you/they are one,”

where a plurality of people are called one, are the planter/waterer 

(1 Cor. 3:8), Father/Son (John 10:30; 17:11, 21, 22 [twice], 23), hus-

band/wife (Matt. 19:6; Mark 10:8), and different believers with differ-

ent gifts (Rom. 12:5, 1 Cor. 10:17). In every instance the groups of

people in these four pairs have different roles. Given these expressions,

which formally and directly parallel Galatians 3:28, it is very difficult

to see how the meaning of “you are all one” can be “there are no dis-

tinctions of role between you.”

Is it not possible, then, that even though Paul’s intent was not to

address the roles of men and women directly, there are still some impor-

tant implications of the truth of Galatians 3:28 for men’s and women’s

roles? This seems more in line with Paul’s thought.

The advent of the new as described in Galatians 3:28 inevitably

meant changes in the roles of Jews/Greeks, slaves/free, males/females.

Masters are told to treat their slaves well, and slaves are told to obey

their masters with sincerity of heart (Eph. 6:5ff.). Though this concept

wasn’t totally new—the Old Testament had provisions to protect slaves

(Exod. 21:2; Lev. 25:47-55)46—these roles are now different because

both masters and slaves are one in Christ. Similarly, Jews could no

longer gloat over their national identity to the exclusion of the Gentiles

(Rom. 2:17ff.). God’s people, now Jew and Gentile, should relate to

one another in a new manner (Eph. 2:14ff.) because they both are now

one in Christ. And in the new era the husband is told to love his wife

as his own body and to offer himself up for her as Christ did for the

church, and the wife is told to submit to her husband and respect him

(Eph. 5:22ff.). Again, though this teaching is not a decisive break from

the Old Testament,47 the new era does bring about something new:
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Now we are told of the wonderful and mysterious parallel between

Christ and the church and between the husband and wife. The hus-

band is now told to love and cherish his bride as Christ did the church.

And while it is doubtful Paul had this in mind as he penned Galatians

3:28, it is certain that some aspects of the roles of both men and women

would have changed under the new covenant as a result of changes in

the sacrificial and purification system (cf. Lev. 15).

In sum, it would be foolish to insist that the roles of these six groups

didn’t change when “the fullness of the time” (Gal. 4:4, NASB) arrived.

Paul is fully aware that since all believers are now “in Christ Jesus,” rela-

tionships between them will be transformed. This is implied by

Galatians 3:28 and confirmed by the rest of the Pauline corpus. The

acknowledgment of this reality, however, is a far cry from the egalitar-

ian position that believes Galatians 3:28 is the most socially explosive

verse in the whole Bible. This verse cannot be the most socially explo-

sive verse in the whole Bible because Paul’s primary intent was not soci-

ological. The flow of Galatians 3—4 confirms this, as does the structure

of Galatians 3:26-29 and the implications of the expression “you are all

one.” Ward Gasque is mistaken when he writes, “[Paul] is focusing on

the new social reality created by our baptism into Christ.”48 Paul is not

focusing on the new social reality, which is precisely why a fair inter-

pretation of Galatians 3:28 must not make social roles the primary focus

of this verse. There is great danger in focusing on possible implications

of a passage to the exclusion of its central intent.

Those who see the primary focus of Galatians 3:28 as addressing

sexual roles in the family and church err. Even though rightly insisting

upon changes in God’s people in the new era, they specify these changes

by speculatively reading role relations into a passage that does not

directly address roles. The new age did bring about sociological and rela-

tional changes, at least in some aspects; but these changes should be

defined by passages that directly address this issue, not by Galatians 3:28.

Galatians 3:28 Has Social Implications

If men and women are one in Christ, what are some of the implica-

tions for the body of Christ today? Complementarians have sometimes
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minimalized the social implications of Galatians 3:28. How can God’s

people daily reflect this truth?

One must proceed carefully when seeking to derive specific social

applications from the theological truths contained in Galatians 3:28, as

societal roles were not Paul’s primary focus in the passage.

Nevertheless, the principles Paul has provided have behavioral ramifi-

cations. At least three principles, which seem clear from the text, can

serve to guide specific applications. First, all God’s people are in Christ.

Second, all God’s people, by virtue of being in Christ, are one. Third,

the great mercies and blessings of God are given to all God’s people

without distinction, regardless of one’s gender, race, or social/financial

background. Though doubtless many, many implications could be

drawn from these three principles, the following applications seem

both fair to the text and pertinent for our culture and church today.

1) Since all God’s people share in Christ, there is no room for boast-

ing or comparison for any reason, and certainly not on the basis of race,

sex, or social standing. Feelings of superiority and feelings of inferiority

both stem from an erroneous view of God’s people in the new age.

2) Since God’s people are one, the family of God should be char-

acterized by unity. In Galatians 3—4, “one” is used first in the sense of

incorporation (the many in the one) and then, derivatively, for unity.

Unity is a prevalent New Testament theme (e.g., Eph. 4:3ff.; 1 Cor.

12:14ff.), as it is an important public demonstration of the reality that

all believers share in one Christ. Many churches and Christian groups,

however, often don’t have united hearts and minds. Self-centeredness,

racism, and sexism all contribute to the fracture of God’s people.

Galatians 3:28 implies that every effort should be made to create and

maintain unity among God’s diverse people.

3) God’s people are diverse, yet stand equally before Him. Those

who are racially, sexually, and socially different than us should be cher-

ished and valued. There is no room for outcasts in the church, whether

the discrimination be overt or subtle. All believers, regardless of race,

sex, or social status, are clearly members of God’s family. When there

are problems in this area, God’s people should be proactive to remedy

the issue. Racial reconciliation efforts such as those of Promise Keepers

are excellent applications of the truth of Galatians 3:28.

4) The universal emphasis in Galatians 3:28—that people from all

nations and walks of life comprise God’s people—should serve to chal-

lenge us to think more broadly about God’s mission. As missiologists
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have observed, people are ethnocentric: They naturally view the world

through their own cultural perspective and intrinsically value what is

important to them. Galatians 3:28 reveals God’s universal heart for peo-

ple; He is not ethnocentric, and we need to begin to think beyond our

own culturally limited perspective. Those who love God the Redeemer

will progressively love what He loves—people from all walks of life.

Surely other applications could be offered. The important issue,

however, is to tie these applications as closely as possible to Paul’s intent

in the passage.

In summary, these four statements regarding the meaning and sig-

nificance of Galatians 3:28 fit the specifics of the text and the context

quite well. The three couplets function as “merisms” to describe the

universal nature of the new covenant—all people are included. Though

there are differences between the couplets, Paul uses them in a paral-

lel fashion: Regardless of racial status, economic status, or gender, all

in Christ are “one” and are heirs of the promises to Abraham. God’s

people are now known by being “in Christ Jesus,” not by any nation-

alistic or tribal affiliation. Paul argues that labels such as Jew/Greek,

slave/free, male/female, though important in their own right, are irrel-

evant when it comes to becoming heirs of the promise. This interpre-

tation fits the overall flow of Galatians 3—4, as well as the

microstructure of the unit of thought contained in Galatians 3:26-29

and the exegetical details of verse 28. The promise to Abraham was uni-

versal. Now, in its fulfillment, it is, as predicted, universally available

to all, whether Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female.

RESPONSES TO TWO EGALITARIAN USES OF GALATIANS 3:28

In closing I will reference the preceding exegetical material to reply

succinctly to two claims egalitarians frequently make regarding

Galatians 3:28.49

Claim 1: Galatians 3:28 Gives New Status to the “Have-Nots” of the 
Old Testament

It is common to find egalitarians arguing that Galatians 3:28 ushers in a

new era where women, slaves, and Gentiles are no longer “second-class”

citizens in God’s kingdom. For example, Rebecca Groothuis writes:
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The idea of a religious pecking order along lines of race, class, or

gender is alien to the new order in Christ. Special spiritual pre-

rogatives no longer belong only to males (or Jews, or freeborn cit-

izens). No particular ethnic, sexual, or social class of believers has

the intrinsic right to exercise spiritual authority over or assume

spiritual responsibility for believers outside the privileged class. All

are equal members and full participants. . . . Free Jewish male

believers no longer have special religious status and privilege. . . .

The most plausible, straightforward reading of Galatians 3:26-28

is that it is an acknowledgement of the fundamental spiritual

equality of all categories of people, and a denial of the relevance of

gender, race, or social class to the assignment of spiritual roles and

privileges.50

In this quote Groothuis asserts that in the past (in the Old

Testament?) “special spiritual prerogatives” belonged only to males and

that Galatians 3:28 teaches that “free Jewish male believers no longer

have special religious status and privilege.” So Galatians 3:28 ushers in

a new period when the “have-nots” of the Old Testament have new sta-

tus. She states elsewhere:

The old order, in which religious life was almost exclusively in the

hands of free Jewish men, had given way to a new order, in which

there should no longer be any distinction in spiritual roles or priv-

ileges between Jew and Gentile, slave or free, male or female.

Under the old covenant, Jesus chose free Jewish males for his

apostles. Under the new covenant, women were the first to be

commissioned to preach the gospel message.51

It is agreed that Galatians 3:28 describes the people of God in the

new covenant. Is it accurate, however, to portray the old covenant as

one that gave privileged status almost exclusively to freeborn Jewish

males in contrast to the new, which provides equality to all? Does

Galatians, particularly Galatians 3—4, present the arrival of Christ and

the inauguration of the new covenant in terms of the arrival of new

roles, status, and privileges for the “have-nots” of the Old Testament—

women, slaves, and Gentiles? Groothuis’s attempt to define the

old/new contrast as those who “have not” in distinction to those who
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“have” misinterprets Galatians 3:28 and ignores, or at least minimizes,

the contrast(s) Paul himself makes between the new covenant and the

old. Several observations are pertinent regarding changes resulting

from the inauguration of the new covenant.

First, Galatians 3:28 doubtless teaches that now all who are in

Christ, without distinction, are heirs and sons of God. Likewise, each

believer now has the promised, greatly anticipated Spirit.

Second, though there are changes in the new covenant presented

in Galatians 3—4, there is no specific mention of have/have-not class

distinctions in Galatians. Some, such as David Scholer, see Galatians

2:11-14 as providing the perfect example of class distinctions. He

states, “I would be tempted to say that Galatians 2:11-14 alone is

almost enough evidence to make the whole case for [egalitarianism].”52

It has already been argued, however, that the real issue in Galatians

2:11-14 is a salvation-historical problem: How are Jews and Gentiles

to relate given the arrival of the new covenant? The presenting problem

was food regulations; the fundamental problem was theological. This is

clear from the arguments that follow after Galatians 2:11-14 and con-

tinue throughout most of the book. Paul does not go from 2:11-14 to

talk about roles or inequities. He talks about the Law and the old

covenant and the arrival of the new. It is reductionistic to view Galatians

2:11-14 as a description of the haves and have-nots. The Jew/Gentile

distinction gets specific attention in Galatians 2 because of its salvation-

historical significance, not because it is a convenient test case for social

inequities. If the focus of the new covenant was rectifying the injustices

of the old class distinctions, one would expect this to be mentioned, or

at least alluded to, somewhere in Galatians.

Third, the contrasts provided in Galatians 3—4 are different than

Groothuis’s have/have not paradigm. In the old covenant, for example,

God’s people are called “children . . . in slavery under the basic princi-

ples of the world,” but under the new covenant His people “receive the

full rights of sons” (4:3, 5). Those Jews who through faith were blessed

by sharing in the blessings of the promise made to Abraham (3:9) now

see the promise come to the Gentiles (3:14). And those who could only

long for the inheritance now can celebrate its arrival and subsequent

blessings (4:7). There are, then, legitimate contrasts between the old

and new as described in Galatians 3—4, but Paul himself does not pre-
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sent the new covenant as a time that does away with “special religious

status and privilege”53 for Jews, free people, and men.

Fourth, any have/have not theme in Galatians 3—4 is not tied to

class distinctions such as gender, race, or economic status, but to

changes in salvation-history that are relevant to all groups of people.

Note that it was primarily the Jews who were described as slaves await-

ing the proper time to become full sons. Freeborn Jewish males were

the “have-nots” in Galatians 3—4! All Old Testament saints, whether

Jew/Gentile, slave/free, or male/female, eagerly awaited the promised

inheritance. Galatians does not describe the new covenant as one that

brings status and privilege for certain classes of second-class people

under the old covenant. Rather, a fair reading of Galatians 3—4 shows

that Paul’s emphasis in these chapters is upon the arrival of new bless-

ings for all who were held prisoner “until faith should be revealed”

(3:23), and not upon the arrival of new privileges for particular classes

of unequal Old Testament saints.54

Groothuis has taken a truth that is rightly found in the text and ille-

gitimately added something that is not in the text. She correctly affirms

an old/new contrast in Galatians 3:28 but then defines this contrast in

ways foreign to Galatians 3—4 (have/have-nots based on gender, race,

and social class).

Claim 2: Galatians 3:28 Is the Most Important Verse in 
the Bible on Equality

Egalitarians commonly argue like this: “You are all one” means “you

are all equal.” And “you are all equal” means “there are no gender-spe-

cific role distinctions in the home and church.” Both of these moves—

from oneness to equality and from equality to no gender-specific

roles—are illegitimate. We have already seen that “you are all one”

does not mean “you are all equal” (in an unqualified sense). And even

if there is a notion of equality found in Galatians 3:28, it does not fol-

low from this notion of equality that there are no gender-specific roles.

The nature of equality is that things or people are both equal and

unequal, depending upon the standard of comparison. That

Jew/Gentile, slave/free, male/female equally share in Christ does not
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mean that they are equal or interchangeable in other respects. So how

does one respond to egalitarian claims that Galatians 3:28 is the most

important verse on equality?

First, Galatians 3:28 itself makes no mention of equality. As has

already been noted, Paul argues that there is no male/female,

Jew/Gentile, slave/free because all are now “one in Christ Jesus.” He

affirms oneness in Christ, not equality. While not desiring to dismiss

the reality of a notion of equality in Galatians 3:28, the absence of

any direct mention of equality should give one cause to wonder

whether this verse really is the most important verse in the Bible

about equality.

Second, it is difficult to determine what is meant by the statement

that “Galatians 3:28 is about ‘equality.’” What precisely does Galatians

3:28 have to say about equality? Rebecca Groothuis notes that two per-

sons, or groups of persons, can be equal in many ways:

(1) equal human worth, (2) equal ability, (3) equal maturity, (4)

equal rights and opportunities, (5) equal status, (6) equal social

value, (7) equal identity (being the same, thus interchangeable in

any role).55

This author agrees that Galatians 3:28, at least by implication, is

relevant to the question of the equality of human worth of Jew/Greek,

slave/free, male/female (1) and possibly equality of opportunity (4), sta-

tus (5), and social value (6), depending upon how one defines these

terms. It does not seem possible that Galatians 3:28 addresses questions

of equality of abilities (2) or maturity (3), and it is not clear whether

Groothuis believes this is the case.

Does Galatians 3:28 teach “equal identity”—that is, interchange-

able roles between men and women (7)? It seems Groothuis believes

this is true when spiritual roles are at stake:

The most plausible, straightforward reading of Galatians 3:26-28

is that it is an acknowledgment of the fundamental spiritual equal-

ity of all categories of people, and a denial of the relevance of gen-

der, race or social class to the assignment of spiritual roles and

privileges.56
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But in other places she is careful to point out that the roles of men

and women are not always interchangeable.57 The bottom line is that

without a specified standard of comparison, it is impossible to understand

fully what one might mean by “men and women are spiritually equal.”

Third, it should be noted that when egalitarians fail to specify a

clear standard of comparison for equality, that creates confusion,

though it does provide a distinct rhetorical advantage. Galatians 3:28

does, after all, have something to say about the equality of men and

women. By using Galatians 3:28 to claim that men and women are

equal, and by failing to specify a standard of comparison for this equal-

ity claim, egalitarians are able to imply that Galatians 3:28 teaches that

men and women are equal in a host of other ways as well. This plea for

equality is powerful. Who, after all, wants to argue someone is unequal?

And who wants to oppose “gender equality,” the subtitle of Rebecca

Groothuis’s book? By carrying the banner of equality, albeit undefined,

egalitarians are in the best position to promote egalitarianism.

Consider Westen’s comments on Abraham Lincoln’s rhetorical

use of “equality” in the famous Lincoln-Douglas presidential debates:

Rhetorically, however, Lincoln used “equality” to his advantage by

exploiting two of its persuasive features. He was able to demand

equality without having to specify the precise rules by which such

equality would be measured. Lincoln’s racial views, in fact, were

rather complicated. On the one hand, he did not believe that

blacks should be granted citizenship or that they should be allowed

to vote, sit on juries, hold public office, or intermarry with whites.

On the other hand, he did believe that they should be free from

the bondage of chattel slavery, at least in the new territories in

which slavery had not yet taken hold. By expressing his racial views

in the elliptical language of equality, however, he could appeal to

people possessing a range of racial views without alerting them to

their potential differences. . . . More importantly, Lincoln

exploited the favorable connotations of “equality” and the pejora-

tive connotations of “inequality” by making himself the champion

of equality and Douglas the defender of inequality.58

So egalitarians’ claim that Galatians 3:28 “is the most important

verse in the Bible on equality” is nearly impossible to evaluate owing
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to the unspecified standard of comparison. And yet, precisely for that

reason, this claim is rhetorically powerful.

Is Galatians 3:28 the most important verse in the Bible on equal-

ity, as egalitarians argue? Yes and no, depending on the standard of

comparison. Is it the most important verse describing how all groups

of people, regardless of race, gender, or social status, may equally, with-

out distinction, become sons of God and inherit the blessings of salva-

tion promised from the beginning but now made available with the

arrival of God’s Son? Yes. Is it the most important verse teaching the

equality of men and women in such a way that it negates gender-spe-

cific roles in the home and church? No. It has already been argued that

the lexical data (the possible meanings for “one”), syntax (the meaning

of “you are all one”), and context (the flow of Galatians 3—4 and the

structure of the thought unit contained in 3:26-29) all fail to support

the conclusion that oneness in Galatians 3:28 in some way negates

unique men’s and women’s roles that are taught elsewhere in

Scripture.
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THE MEANING OF kefalhv
(“HEAD”): AN EVALUATION

OF NEW EVIDENCE, 
REAL AND ALLEGED1

Wayne Grudem

R

The purpose of this article is to examine recent treatments of the

meaning of the word kefalhv (“head”) as it pertains to certain passages

in the New Testament,2 focusing especially on new evidence cited by

Catherine Kroeger in her article “Head” in the widely used Dictionary of

Paul and His Letters.3 Concerns will be raised about the level of care and

accuracy with which evidence has been quoted in this reference book.

In addition, some new patristic evidence on kefalhv will be presented.

Finally, the article will also cite new evaluations of the entry on kefalhv
in the Liddell-Scott lexicon from the editor of the Supplement to this lex-

icon and from another lexicographer who worked on this Supplement.

1This chapter is identical to the article by the same title that I published in JETS 44/1 (March
2001), 25-65, with the exception of the added interaction with Anthony Thiselton’s recent com-
mentary on 1 Corinthians in section VIII below (pp. 194-199).
2The meaning of kefalhv has attracted much interest because of its use in Ephesians 5:23, “The
husband is the head (kefalhv) of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church,” and in 1
Corinthians 11:3, “the head of every man is Christ, the head of a wife is her husband, and the
head of Christ is God.” I previously wrote about the meaning of kefalhv in 1985 and 1990:
Wayne Grudem, “Does kephal∑ (“Head”) Mean “Source” or “Authority over” in Greek
Literature? A Survey of 2,336 Examples” (Trinity Journal 6 NS [1985], 38-59), and then, answer-
ing objections and arguing this in more detail, “The Meaning of kephal∑: A Response to Recent
Studies” (Trinity Journal 11 NS [1990], 3-72; reprinted as an appendix to Recovering Biblical
Manhood and Womanhood, eds. John Piper and Wayne Grudem [Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books,
1991], 425-468). The 1990 article has references to several other studies of this word, and sig-
nificant studies published after 1990 are mentioned near the end of this present article.
3Edited by Gerald F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin, and Daniel G. Reid (Downers Grove, IL
and Leicester, England: InterVarsity, 1993), 375-377.



I. THE STRIKING QUOTATION FROM CHRYSOSTOM

When Dr. Kroeger’s article appeared in 1993, it offered citations of a

number of new references for the term kefalhv and argued from these

that kefalhv primarily meant “source,” not “authority over,” and that

it had that meaning not only at the time of the New Testament but also

in the preceding classical period and in the subsequent patristic period

in Greek literature. The most striking quotation in Dr. Kroeger’s arti-

cle was a statement from John Chrysostom (A.D. 344/354-407) that, if

accurate, would appear to settle any dispute over whether kefalhv
meant “source” or “authority over,” at least in the Christian world of

the fourth century. Kroeger writes:

In view of Scripture ascribing coequality of Christ with the Father

(Jn. 1:1-3; 10:30; 14:9, 11; 16:15; 17:11, 21), John Chrysostom

declared that only a heretic would understand Paul’s use of “head”

to mean “chief” or “authority over.” Rather one should understand

the term as implying “absolute oneness and cause and primal

source” (PG 61.214, 216). (p. 377)

But is this what Chrysostom said? Kroeger claims (1) that

Chrysostom is making a statement about the meaning of kefalhv, 
(2) that Chrysostom denies that kefalhv can mean “chief ” or “author-

ity over,” and (3) that Chrysostom says that only a heretic would

understand the word in that way.

Here is the quotation from Chrysostom:

“But the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is

God.” Here the heretics rush upon us with a certain declaration of

inferiority, which out of these words they contrive against the Son.

But they stumble against themselves. For if “the man be the head

of the woman,” and the head be of the same substance with the

body, and “the head of Christ is God,” the Son is of the same sub-

stance with the Father.4 (Kefalh;; de;; gunaiko;;~ oJ a[;;nhr: kefalh;;
de;; Cristoù oJ Qeov~.  vEntaùqa ejpiphdẁsin hJmìn oiJ aiJretikoi;
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4Chrysostom, Homily 26 on 1 Corinthians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 12, p. 150.) The Greek text is
from TLG Work 156, 61.214.18 to 61.214.23.

Where available, English quotations in this article have been taken from the Ante-Nicene
Fathers series (ANF) and the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers series (NPNF) (reprint edition,
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1969). Where no English translation was available, the English
translations are mine, as indicated in each case. Greek citations have been taken from the
Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG), Disk E, except where no TLG reference is given, in which
case I have cited the source of the Greek citation at each point.



ejlavttwsivn tina ejk twn eijrhmevnwn ejpinooũnte~ tẁ/ Ui;ẁ/: ajll j
eJautoiv~ peripivptousin. Eij ga;r kefalh; gunaiko;~ oJ ajnh;r,
oJmoouvsio~ de; hJ kefalh; tẁ/ swvmati, kefalh; de; toù Cristoù
oJ Qeo;~, oJmoouvsio~ oJ UiJo;~ tw/ ̀Patriv.)

This is not a statement about the meaning of kefalhv. Chrysostom

is opposing the views of the Arians, who denied the deity of Christ.

They did this by pointing to the statement, “the head of Christ is God”

(in 1 Cor. 11:3) and saying that therefore the Son is a lesser being, not

fully divine and not equal to the Father in essence. Chrysostom coun-

ters their claim, but in doing so he does not say anything about the

meaning of the word kefalhv or say that only a “heretic” would take it

to mean “chief ” or “authority over” as Kroeger claims. Rather, from the

idea that a head is “of the same substance (oJmoouvsio~) with the body,”

he affirms that the Son is “of the same substance (oJmoouvsio~) with the

Father.” There is no statement here saying that he disagrees with the

Arians over the meaning of kefalhv.
What comes next? In the following lines, Chrysostom says the

“heretics” will counter by saying that the Son is subject to the Father

and is therefore a lesser being:

“Nay,” say they, “it is not His being of another substance which

we intend to show from hence, but that He is under subjection.”

( jAll j ouj to; eJteroouvsion ejnteùqen ajpodeìxai boulovmeqa, 
ajll j o{ti a[rcetai, fhsiv.)5

If Chrysostom had ever wanted to say that “head” could not mean

“one in authority,” here was the perfect opportunity. He could have

answered these “heretics” by saying, as Dr. Kroeger apparently would

like him to say, that kefalhv did not mean “one in authority” and that

“only a heretic” would understand Paul’s use of “head” to mean “chief ”

or “authority over.” But he does not say this at all. Rather, he assumes

that kefalhv does mean “authority over,” because he agrees that the Son

is obedient to the Father, and then he goes on to show that His obedi-

ence is not servile, like a slave, but free, like that of a wife who is equal

in honor. Here are his words:
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For what if the wife be under subjection (uJpotavssw) to us? It is

as a wife, as free, as equal in honor. And the Son also, though He

did become obedient to the Father, it was as the Son of God, it was

as God. For as the obedience of the Son to the Father is greater

than we find in men towards the authors of their being, so also his

liberty is greater . . . we ought to admire the Father also, that He

begat such a son, not as a slave under command, but as free, 

yielding obedience and giving counsel. For the counselor is no

slave. . . . For with us indeed the woman is reasonably subjected

(uJpotavssw) to the man.6

So is there any statement here about the meaning of kefalhv?
No, except the implication in the context that the Father is the

“head” of the Son, and the Son is obedient to the Father. Chrysostom

here does not deny that “head” means “one in authority” but

assumes that “head” does mean this and explains what kind of author-

ity that is with respect to the husband and with respect to God the

Father.

Does Chrysostom differ with “the heretics” over the meaning of

kefalhv? No, he agrees with them. But they were saying that “the head

of Christ is God” (1 Cor. 11:3) implied that the Son was a lesser being

than the Father, that He was not equal in deity. Chrysostom says that

the Son is equal in deity and is also subject to the Father.

Interestingly, “the heretics” in this passage were reasoning in

the same way that egalitarians such as Dr. Kroeger reason today—

they were saying that subordination to authority necessarily implies

inferiority in a person’s very being. They were saying that it is

impossible for the Son to be equal to the Father in being (that is,

equal in deity) and also subordinate in role. They used this reason-

ing as an argument to deny the deity of the Son. Egalitarians today

use it as an argument to deny the unique, eternal subordination of

the Son to the Father. But in both cases the fundamental assump-

tion is that the Son cannot be both equal in deity and subordinate in

role.

Chrysostom replies, however, that both are true. The Son is

equal in deity (he, the “body,” is oJmoouvsio~, of the same substance,

as the “head”), and He also is subordinate to the authority of the
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6English translation from NPNF, Series 1, Vol. 12, p. 150. Greek text in TLG, Chrysostom,
Homilies on 1 Corinthians, Work 156, 61.214.56 to 61.215.18.



head, and yet His submission is not forced (as a slave) but is vol-

untary, as a Son, and is similar to the submission of a wife to her

husband.

Is there in this entire context any statement by Chrysostom that

only heretics understand kefalhv to mean “chief ” or “authority

over”? No. The quotation does not exist.7 In this entire section

Chrysostom himself understands kefalhv to mean “chief ”8 or

“authority over.”9

II. OTHER EVIDENCE FROM CHRYSOSTOM ON THE MEANING OF

kefalhv (“HEAD”)

Further evidence that Chrysostom did not in fact use kefalhv to mean

“source” and did not say that only heretics would use it to mean

“authority over” is seen in the way he uses kefalhv to mean “authority

over” or “ruler” in the following examples:

1. Homily 26 on 1 Corinthians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 12, p. 156; TLG

Work 156, 61.222.49 to 61.222.54): Husband as head and ruler.
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7I thought perhaps this reference in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters was a mistake. So I wrote
to Dr. Kroeger saying that I could not find her quotation in that section of Chrysostom. She
replied by sending me a printout (in Greek) of the exact passage that I cited at the beginning of
this section. But the statement about only heretics using “head” to mean “chief” or “authority
over” simply is not there. Chrysostom in fact said no such thing.
8I myself would prefer not to translate kefalhv as “chief,” which too narrowly implies tribal rela-
tionships, but I am here using Kroeger’s terminology.
9It would have been nearly impossible for most readers of Dictionary of Paul and His Letters to
discover that the striking quotation from Chrysostom did not exist. The only indication of the
source of the quotation that Dr. Kroeger gave was “PG 61.214.” This indicates a location in
Migne, Patrologia Graeca, which took a considerable amount of time to locate and coordinate
with an existing English translation (the standard English translation has a different number-
ing system). It is doubtful whether even 1 percent of the readers of Dictionary of Paul and His
Letters would have enough ability to read patristic Greek to be able to find and understand this
paragraph from Chrysostom. (Only very specialized research libraries have a complete set of
the Migne collection of Greek and Latin texts of the writings of the church fathers. The set was
published by Jacques Paul Migne in France in the mid-nineteenth century. Patrologia Latina (PL)
was published in 221 volumes in Latin (1844-1864), and Patrologia Graeca (PG) was published
in 162 volumes in Greek with Latin translation (1857-1866).)

Of course, if no published English translation had existed, citing Migne alone would have
been the only thing that could be done. But this material from Chrysostom exists in English
translation in the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers series, which is widely available (the whole set
is now in the public domain and is frequently reprinted). It is not clear to me why Dr. Kroeger
did not give the reference for the English translation of this passage. If the citation had been
given as “Chrysostom, Homily 26 on 1 Corinthians (NPNF 1:12, 150); Greek text in PG 61.214,”
it would have taken only a few minutes for a reader to locate it in almost any library. In a refer-
ence work intended for a general as well as an academic audience (as this volume is), it would
seem appropriate to cite references in a way that enables others to look them up and evaluate
them. Several other references in the article were much more difficult to locate than this one
(see below).



Consider nevertheless that she is a woman, the weaker vessel,

whereas thou art a man. For therefore wert thou ordained to be ruler; and

wert assigned to her in place of a head10 (Dia; ga;r toùto kai; a[rcwn
ejceirotonhvqh~, kai; ejn tavxei kefalh`~ ejdovqh~), that thou

mightest bear with the weakness of her that is set under thee. Make

then thy rule glorious. And glorious it will be when the subject of

it meets with no dishonor from thee.

2. Homily 5 on 1—2 Thessalonians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 13, p. 397; TLG

Work 163, 62.499.34 to 62.500.14): Husband as head to rule the rest of the body.

For how is it not absurd, in other things to think thyself worthy of

the preeminence, and to occupy the place of the head (th;n th`~
kefalh̀~ cwvran ejpevcein), but in teaching to quit thy station. The

ruler ought not to excel the ruled in honors, so much as in virtues.

For this is the duty of a ruler, for the other is the part of the ruled,

but this is the achievement of the ruler himself. If thou enjoyest

much honor, it is nothing to thee, for thou receivedst it from oth-

ers. If thou shinest in much virtue, this is all thine own.

Thou art the head of the woman, let then the head regulate the rest of the

body (Kefalh; th̀~ gunaiko;~ ei\: oujkoùn rJuqmizevtw to; sẁma to;
loipo;n hJ kefalhv). Dost thou not see that it is not so much above

the rest of the body in situation, as in forethought, directing like a

steersman the whole of it? For in the head are the eyes both of the

body, and of the soul. Hence flows to them both the faculty of see-

ing, and the power of directing. And the rest of the body is appointed for

service, but this is set to command (Kai; to; me;n loipo;n tavttetai eij~
diakonivan, aujth; de; eij~ to; ejpitavttein keìtai). All the senses

have thence their origin and their source (Pàsai aiJ aijsqhvsei~
ejkeìqen e[cousi th;n ajrch;n kai; th;n phghvn:).11 Thence are sent
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10In this and several subsequent citations from ancient literature, I have added italics to enable
readers to see more quickly the relevant section of the quotation.

Many of these patristic quotes contain expressions about the husband being “ruler” over his
wife. I wish to make it clear that I am citing but not endorsing these statements. While many
statements in the church fathers exhibit wonderful respect for women, at other points their lan-
guage fails to show full understanding of the biblical teaching of men’s and women’s equality
in value before God. Thus, rather than seeing the husband’s authority as exhibiting itself in
godly, loving leadership, they speak in harsher terms of “ruling” over one’s wife. But my goal
in this article is to report their language accurately, not to evaluate it.
11It is significant here that when Chrysostom does want to speak of a “source,” he does not use
the word kefalhv, “head,” nor does he use the term ajrchv, “beginning, origin,” but he rather
uses the ordinary Greek word for “source,” namely, phghv. If Chrysostom or any other writer
had wanted to say clearly, “head, which is source,” he could easily have used phghv to do so. But
I did not find any place in Chrysostom or any other author where kefalhv is defined as mean-
ing phghv, “source.”



forth the organs of speech, the power of seeing, and of smelling,

and all touch. For thence is derived the root of the nerves and of

the bones. Seest thou not that it is superior in forethought more

than in honor? So let us rule the women; let us surpass them, not

by seeking greater honor from them, but by their being more ben-

efited by us.

3. Homily 3 on Ephesians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 13, p. 62; TLG Work

159, 62.26.22 to 62.26.46): Christ as head of the body, ruling over it, and head

of all things.

“Which is His Body.” In order then that when you hear of the

Head you may not conceive the notion of supremacy (ajrchv)12 only,

but also of consolidation, and that you may behold Him not as

supreme Ruler only, but as Head of a body. “The fulness of Him that

filleth all in all” he says. . . . Let us reverence our Head, let us reflect

of what a Head we are the body, —a Head, to whom all things are put

in subjection (h/| pavnta uJpotevtaktai).

4. Homily 13 on Ephesians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 13, p. 116; TLG Work

159, 62.99.22 to 62.99.29): Husbands as head ordained to rule over wives.

But now it is the very contrary; women outstrip and eclipse us

[that is, in virtue]. How contemptible! What a shame is this! We

hold the place of the head, and are surpassed by the body. We are

ordained to rule over them; not merely that we may rule, but that we

may rule in goodness also (  [Arcein aujtẁn ejtavcqhmen, oujc i{na
movnon a[rcwmen, ajll j i{na kai; ejn ajreth/ ̀a[rcwmen); for he that

ruleth, ought especially to rule in this respect, by excelling in

virtue; whereas if he is surpassed, he is no longer ruler.

5. Homily 20 on Ephesians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 13, p. 144; TLG Work

159, 62.136.33 to 62.136.51): Husband as head with authority; wife as body

with submission.

Let us take as our fundamental position then, that the husband occu-

pies the place of the “head,” and the wife the place of the “body.” Ver. 23,

24. Then, he proceeds with arguments and says that “the husband
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stood by the NPNF translator to imply rulership, since he translates the cognate term a[rcwn
(a[rconta) as “supreme Ruler” in the parallel expression in the next clause.



is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the Church,

being Himself the Saviour of the body. But as the Church is sub-

ject to Christ, so let the wives be to their husbands in everything.”

Then after saying, “The husband is the head of the wife, as Christ

also is of the Church,” he further adds, “and He is the Saviour of

the body.” For indeed the head is the saving health of the body. He

had already laid down beforehand for man and wife, the ground

and provision of their love, assigning to each their proper place, to the

one that of authority and forethought, to the other that of submission

(eJkavstw/ th;n proshvkousan ajponevmwn cwvran, touvtw/ me;n th;n
ajrcikh;n kai; pronohtikh;n, ejkeivnh/ de; th;n uJpotaktikhvn). As

then “the Church,” that is, both husbands and wives, “is subject

unto Christ, so also ye wives submit yourselves to your husbands,

as unto God.”

6. Homily 20 on Ephesians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 13, pp. 146-147; TLG

Work 159, 62.140.51 to 62.141.13): Wife as body is subject to husband as head.

The wife is a second authority ( jArch; deutevra ejsti;n hJ gunhv);13 let

not her then demand equality, for she is under the head; nor let him

despise her as being in subjection, for she is the body; and if the

head despise the body, it will itself also perish. But let him bring

in love on his part as a counterpoise to obedience on her part. . . .

Hence he places the one in subjection, and the other in authority, that there

may be peace; for where there is equal authority there can never be peace; nei-

ther where a house is a democracy, nor where all are rulers; but

the ruling power 14 must of necessity be one. And this is universally

the case with matters referring to the body, inasmuch as when

men are spiritual, there will be peace.

7. Homily 20 on Ephesians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 13, p. 149; Greek por-

tion in TLG Work 159, 62.144.45 to 62.144.47): Wife as body is to obey the

husband as head.

Neither let a wife say to her husband, “Unmanly coward that thou

art, full of sluggishness and dullness, and fast asleep! here is such

a one, a low man, and of low parentage, who runs his risks, and
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13Note here the use of the term ajrchv in Chrysostom to mean “authority, person in authority,”
not “source.” With respect to governance of the household, Chrysostom says the wife is a sec-
ond authority, under the authority of her husband.
14Here also Chrysostom uses ajrchv in the sense of “ruling power, authority.”



makes his voyages, and has made a good fortune; and his wife

wears her jewels, and goes out with her pair of milk-white mules;

she rides about everywhere, she has troops of slaves, and a swarm

of eunuchs, but thou hast cowered down and livest to no pur-

pose.” Let not a wife say these things, nor anything like them. For

she is the body, not to dictate to the head, but to submit herself and obey

(sẁma gavr ejstin, oujc i{na diatavtth/ th/ ̀ kefalh/,̀ ajll j i{na
peivqhtai kai; uJpakouvh/).

8. Homily 6 on Ephesians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 13, p. 78; TLG Work

159, 62.47.55 to 62.47.59): Church rulers as head of church. In this passage,

the “rulers” in the church are called the “head” of the church.

(for hear what he says writing to Timothy, (I Tim. 5:20) “Them

that sin, reprove in the sight of all;”) it is that the rulers are in a

sickly state; for if the head (kefalhv) be not sound, how can the

rest of the body maintain its vigor? But mark how great is the 

present disorder.

9. Homily 15 on Ephesians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 13, p. 124; Greek por-

tion in TLG Work 159, 62.110.21 to 62.110.25): A woman as head of her

maidservant. This is the only passage I found in Chrysostom—in fact,

the only passage I have ever seen—where a woman is called the “head.”

This instance gives strong confirmation to the meaning “authority

over, ruler,” for here Chrysostom says that a woman is “head” of her

maidservant, over whom she has authority.

“But,” say ye, “the whole tribe of slaves is intolerable if it meet

with indulgence.” True, I know it myself. But then, as I was say-

ing, correct them in some other way, not by the scourge only,

and by terror, but even by flattering them, and by acts of kind-

ness. If she is a believer, she is thy sister. Consider that thou art

her mistress, and that she ministers unto thee. If she be intem-

perate, cut off the occasions of drunkenness; call thy husband,

and admonish her. . . . Yea, be she drunkard, or railer, or gossip,

or evil-eyed, or extravagant, and a squanderer of thy substance,

thou hast her for the partner of thy life. Train and restrain her.

Necessity is upon thee. It is for this thou art the head. Regulate her

therefore, do thy own part (dia; tou`to kefalh; ei\ suv. Oujkou`n
rJuvqmize, to; sautou` poivei). Yea, and if she remain incorrigible,
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yea, though she steal, take care of thy goods, and do not punish

her so much.

10. The claim that ajrchv means “source” in Chrysostom’s Homily 26 on

1 Corinthians (NPNF series 1, Vol. 12, p. 151; TLG Work 156, 61.216.1 to

61.216.10).

There is one more sentence to consider in Kroeger’s claims about

Chrysostom. Here again is the quotation from Dictionary of Paul and His

Letters with which we began:

In view of Scripture ascribing coequality of Christ with the Father

(Jn. 1:1-3; 10:30; 14:9, 11; 16:15; 17:11, 21), John Chrysostom

declared that only a heretic would understand Paul’s use of “head”

to mean “chief” or “authority over.” Rather one should understand

the term as implying “absolute oneness and cause and primal

source” (PG 61.214, 216).15

In the last sentence, Kroeger claims that Chrysostom said we

should understand kefalhv as implying “absolute oneness and cause

and primal source.” She bases this idea on the second reference, PG

61.216, which reads as follows in the NPNF translation:

Christ is called “the Head of the Church” . . . We should . . . accept

the notion of a perfect union and the first principle, and not even

these ideas absolutely, but here also we must form a notion . . . of

that which is too high for us and suitable to the Godhead: for both

the union is surer and the beginning more honorable. (NPNF

Series 1, Vol. 12, p. 151)

kefalh; th̀~  jEkklhsiva~ oJ Cristov~: . . . . jAfeìnai me;n
taùta a} ei\pon, labeìn de; e{nwsin ajkribh̀, [kai; aijtivan] kai;
ajrch;n th;n prwvthn: kai; oujde; taùta aJplẁ~, ajlla; kai; ejntaùqa
to; meìzon oi[koqen ejpinoeìn kai; Qew/ ̀prevpon: kai; ga;r hJ e{nwsi~
ajsfalestevra, kai; hJ ajrch; timiwtevra.16

The expression that the NPNF translator rendered “perfect

union” Kroeger translated “absolute oneness,” which is similar in

meaning. Next Kroeger says “and cause,” which accurately repre-
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15Kroeger, “Head,” 377.
16TLG, Chrysostom, Homilies on 1 Corinthians, Work 156, 61.216.1 to 61.216.10. I have added
the brackets to show the textual variant that is not translated by the NPNF translator.



sents the words kai; aijtivan, a textual variant that was not translated

in the NPNF edition. But then where did she get the phrase “and

primal source”? This was her translation of kai; ajrch;n th;n prwvthn,

which was translated “first principle” in the NPNF translation

(with no idea of “source”). Later in the same sentence the NPNF

translation renders the word ajrchv as “beginning,” and the con-

text shows that this refers back to the same word earlier in the 

sentence.

What Kroeger has done here (as elsewhere) is take one possible

sense of ajrchv—namely, the sense “source”—and not tell her read-

ers that other senses of ajrchv are possible. Nor has she mentioned

that the commonly used English translation in the NPNF series

translates this example not as “source” but as “principle” and then

“beginning.”

It is true that Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon lists “origin, source”

as one of several possible senses for ajrchv.17 But the meanings “begin-

ning,” “principle,” “foundation,” “cause,” “First Cause,” and “Creator”

are also listed, as well as “rule, authority,” “rulers, magistrates,” “eccle-

siastical authority,” and “spiritual powers.”18

It is difficult to understand why Kroeger took one possible sense of

ajrchv, one that the lexicons do not specifically use to apply to Christ,

and did not tell the reader that this was a disputed translation unique

to herself. Her writing sounds as if Chrysostom had defined kefalhv
as “source,” whereas he had only used the term ajrchv to explain how

the head-body metaphor could apply both to the Father and the Son,

and also to Christ and the church. He said it applied in a sense “suit-

able to the Godhead,” in which the metaphor implied both the “per-

fect union” between the Father and Son and also that the Father is the
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17P. 234. Note here, however, that we are now talking about ajrchv, not about kefalhv, for which
the meaning “source” is not given in Lampe. As commonly happens with two different words,
some of the senses of ajrchv are shared with kefalhv, and some are not.

An example from English may clarify this. I might say, “George Washington was the first head
(that is, the first ruler) of the United States.” Here “ruler” means “one who governs.” But the term
“ruler” has another meaning in American English, namely, “a straight-edged strip, as of wood or
metal, for drawing straight lines and measuring lengths.” The word “head” does not share that sense
of “ruler” (I would not say, “I measured the margins of the page with my wooden head”). Similarly,
the word “head” refers to a part of the human body, and the word “ruler” does not share that sense
(I would not say, “I bumped my ruler on the door this morning”).

Kroeger is making a methodological error to think that she can import all the senses of ajrchv
into the meaning of kefalhv. Those specific meanings that she claims need first to be demon-
strated for kefalhv with clear evidence from lexicons and supported by persuasive citations from
ancient literature where such meanings are required.
18Lampe, 234-236.



“first principle” in the Trinity.19 Chrysostom did not say that the

Father was the “primal source” of the Son, and if he had said so he

could be accused of Arianism, the heresy that said the Son was created

by the Father. As with many other examples of Chrysostom’s use of

kefalhv, no example of the metaphor “head” meaning “source” can be

found here.

11. Conclusion on Chrysostom’s use of kefalhv.
Chrysostom uses kefalhv to say that one person is the “head” of

another in at least six different relationships: (1) God is the “head” of

Christ; (2) Christ is the “head” of the church; (3) the husband is the

“head” of the wife; (4) Christ is the “head” of all things; (5) church

leaders are the “head” of the church; and (6) a woman is the “head” of

her maidservant. In all six cases he uses language of rulership and

authority to explain the role of the “head” and uses language of sub-

mission and obedience to describe the role of the “body.”20 Far from

claiming that “only a heretic” would use kefalhv to mean “authority

over,” Chrysostom repeatedly uses it that way himself.

I admit, of course, that fourth-century usage of a word by

Chrysostom does not prove that word had the same sense in the first

century; so this is not conclusive evidence for New Testament mean-

ings. But since Dr. Kroeger appealed to patristic usage to argue for

“source,” it seemed appropriate to investigate this patristic evidence

directly. This material is certainly of some value for New Testament

studies, because the meanings of many words continued to be under-

stood quite precisely by the church fathers, especially by those whose

first language was Greek. If their date is clearly indicated, these new

examples of kefalhv in the sense “authority over” may be added to the

more than forty examples cited in my 1990 article,21 and they do show
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19The meaning “authority” is also legitimate for ajrchv; so this passage could also be translated,
“the notion of a perfect union, and the first authority.” In fact, in light of Chrysostom’s calling the
wife a “second authority” elsewhere (see citation 6 above from his “Homily 20 on Ephesians,”
for example), the meaning “first authority” would be appropriate here, and the parallel would be
that the Son is a “second authority” after the Father. Moreover, this is in the same sermon as the
very first quotation from Chrysostom that I listed in this article (NPNF 1:12, p. 150; TLG 156,
61.214), where he sees the husband’s role as “head” implying that the wife is “reasonably sub-
jected” to him, and where he sees the Father’s role as “head” as one in which the Son freely yields
obedience to him.
20This usage is so frequent in the passages I examined in Chrysostom, and receives so much
emphasis, that I expect further examples could be found if one were to do an exhaustive exam-
ination of all his uses of kefalhv, which I did not attempt.
21Grudem, “Meaning of kephal∑” (see footnote 1 above).



that the sense “authority over” continued to attach to kefalhv at least

until the end of the fourth century. But they also show an absence of

the meaning “source” in this one church father, for Chrysostom does

not use kefalhv to mean “source” in any of the texts I found.

What then shall we make of Kroeger’s statement that “John

Chrysostom declared that only a heretic would understand Paul’s use

of ‘head’ to mean ‘chief ’ or ‘authority over’”? It is simply false.

III. KROEGER’S CITATIONS FROM OTHER CHURCH FATHERS

1. Nine other patristic references. Chrysostom is not the only church father

whom Kroeger cites. In attempting to establish that the sense “chief ”

or “master” was “rarely” the sense “of the Greek kephal∑ in NT times,”

she writes:

The contemporary desire to find in 1 Corinthians 11:3 a basis for

the subordination of the Son to the Father has ancient roots. In

response to such subordinationism, church fathers argued vehe-

mently that for Paul head had meant “source.” Athanasius (Syn.

Armin. 26.3.35; Anathema 26. Migne PG 26, 740B), Cyril of

Alexandria (De Recte Fide ad Pulch. 2.3, 268; De Recte Fide ad

Arcadiam 1.1.5.5(2).63.), Basil (PG 30.80.23), Theodore of

Mopsuestia, Eccl. Theol. 1.11.2-3; 2.7.1) and even Eusebius, Eccl.

Theol. 1.11.2-3; 2.7.1) were quick to recognize the danger of an

interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:3 which could place Christ in a

subordinate position relative to the Father.22

The first thing to note about this statement is the inaccurate equa-

tion of “the subordination of the Son to the Father” with “subordina-

tionism” (which, in this context, Kroeger uses as a reference to a heresy

the church rejected). The heresy commonly called “subordinationism”

(emphasis added) is a denial that Christ is fully divine, a denial that He

is “of the same substance” as the Father. The Arians whom Chrysostom

was opposing in the citations quoted above would hold to subordina-

tionism. But this is not the same as to say that 1 Corinthians 11:3 teaches

the “subordination of the Son to the Father,” for that language is an

orthodox description of how the Son relates to the Father—He is sub-

ject to the Father, who creates the world through Him and sends Him into

the world to die for our sins. To say that the Son is subject to the Father,
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or that He is subordinate in His relationship to the Father, has been ortho-

dox teaching according to Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and

Protestant theology through the whole history of the church at least

since the Council of Nicea in A.D. 325, and Kroeger is simply mistaken

to apply the name of the heresy “subordinationism” to it. But to say that

the Son is not fully divine and thus to deny the deity of Christ would

be subordinationism, and that the early fathers do not do.23

We can now examine these texts to see if they actually establish the

idea that “church fathers argued vehemently that for Paul head had

meant ‘source,’” and if they show that these church fathers “were quick

to recognize the danger” of understanding 1 Corinthians 11:3 to mean

that Christ has a “subordinate position relative to the Father.” The texts

are given by Kroeger as follows:
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23Historian Philip Schaff, though he uses the term “subordinationism” in two senses, directly
contradicts Kroeger’s statement when he says, “The Nicene fathers still teach, like their prede-
cessors, a certain subordinationism, which seems to conflict with the doctrine of consubstantial-
ity. But we must distinguish between a subordinationism of essence (oujsiva) and a
subordinationism of hypostasis, of order and dignity. The former was denied, the latter affirmed.”
History of the Christian Church (3rd edition; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1971-72, reprinted
from 1910 edition), Vol. 3, 680-681.

Several evangelical theologians speak of the subordination of the Son to the Father. For
example, Charles Hodge says, “Notwithstanding that the Father, Son, and Spirit are the same
in substance, and equal in power and glory, it is no less true, according to the Scriptures, (a)
That the Father is first, the Son second, and the Spirit third. (b.) The Son is of the Father (ejk
qeoù, the lovgo~, eijkw;n, ajpauvgasma toù qeoù); and the Spirit is of the Father and of the Son.
(c.) The Father sends, and the Father and Son send the Spirit. (d.) The Father operates through
the Son, and the Father and Son operate through the Spirit. The converse of these statements is never
found. The Son is never said to send the Father, nor to operate through Him; nor is the Spirit ever said to
send the Father, or the Son, or to operate through Them. The facts contained in this paragraph are
summed up in the proposition: In the Holy Trinity there is a subordination of the Persons as to the mode
of subsistence and operation.” Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (three volumes; reprint edition;
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1970; first published 1871-73), Vol. 1, 444-445. (Italics for
emphasis added in this and the other quotations in this footnote.)

Hodge continues later: “On this subject the Nicene doctrine includes, —1. The principle
of the subordination of the Son to the Father, and of the Spirit to the Father and the Son. But this
subordination does not imply inferiority” (ibid., 460). “The creeds [Nicea and Constantinople] are
nothing more than a well-ordered arrangement of the facts of Scripture which concern the
doctrine of the Trinity. They assert the distinct personality of the Father, Son, and Spirit; their
mutual relation as expressed by those terms; their absolute unity as to substance or essence,
and their consequent perfect equality; and the subordination of the Son to the Father, and of the Spirit
to the Father and the Son, as to the mode of subsistence and operation. These are Scriptural facts to which
the creeds in question add nothing; and it is in this sense they have been accepted by the Church universal”
(ibid., 462).

See also B. B. Warfield: “There is, of course, no question that in ‘modes of operation,’ . . .
the principle of subordination is clearly expressed” (Works, Vol. 2 [Grand Rapids. MI: Baker, 1991;
reprint of 1929 edition], 165); similarly, A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Valley Forge, PA:
Judson Press, 1907), 342, with references to other writers; also Louis Berkhof, Systematic
Theology (4th edition, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1939), 88-89.

These statements, together with the patristic evidence cited in the following material, indi-
cate that Kroeger’s claim that church fathers denied the subordination of the Son to the Father
is incorrect.



1. Athanasius, Syn. Armin. 26.3.35

2. Athanasius, Anathema 26, MPG 26, 740B

3. Cyril of Alexandria, De Recte Fide ad Pulch. 2.3, 268.

4. Cyril of Alexandria, De Recte Fide ad Arcadiam 1.1.5.5(2).63.

5. Basil, PG 30.80.23

6. Theodore of Mopsuestia, Eccl. Theol. 1.11.2-3

7. Theodore of Mopsuestia, Eccl. Theol. 2.7.1

8. Eusebius, Eccl. Theol. 1.11.2-3

9. Eusebius, Eccl. Theol. 2.7.1

2. The ambiguity of quotations that explain kefalhv as ajrchv. The first

thing to notice is that five of these nine references (numbers 2, 3, 4, and

apparently 6 and 7 when corrected)24 are found in one paragraph on

page 749 of Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon, II.B. 4, a paragraph that gives

examples of kefalhv used “as equivalent of ajrchv.” But ajrchv is itself an

ambiguous word and can mean “beginning” or “authority,” as was indi-

cated above, or in some cases “source.”25

The distinction between the senses “source” and “beginning” is an

important distinction because the beginning of something is not always

the source of something. (For example, my oldest son is the “begin-

ning” or “first” of my sons, but he is not the “source” of my other sons.)

In the Bible itself we find several examples of ajrchv used as “beginning”

where the idea of “source” would not fit:

Genesis 1:1: In the beginning (ajrchv), God created the heavens and

the earth.

We could not say, “In the source God created the heavens and the

earth.”

Matthew 19:4: He answered, “Have you not read that he who created

them from the beginning (ajrchv) made them male and female . . . ?”

We could not say, “He who made them from the source made them

male and female.” The same reasoning applies to other examples:
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24The references to Theodore of Mopsuestia are incorrect; see discussion below.
25Note that Lampe’s Lexicon does not translate ajrchv when it is used to explain kefalhv in dis-
cussions of 1 Corinthians 11:3 but just says “as equivalent of ajrchv.” The difficulty of transla-
tion is partly due to the fact that both words can mean “ruler, authority,” and both words can
mean “beginning.” But ajrchv has several other possible meanings as well (see the above dis-
cussion in II.10, especially n.18 and 19).



Mark 1:1: The beginning (ajrchv) of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son

of God. jArch; toù eujaggelivou jIhsoù Cristoù [uiJoù qeoù].

This verse is not the “source” of the rest of Mark, but it is the start-

ing point or “beginning” of Mark, the first in a series of many state-

ments to follow.

John 1:1: In the beginning (ajrchv) was the Word, and the Word was

with God, and the Word was God.

John 2:11 This, the first (ajrchv) of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in

Galilee, and manifested his glory. And his disciples believed in him.

Colossians 1:18: He is the head of the body, the church. He is the

beginning (ajrchv), the firstborn from the dead, that in everything he

might be preeminent.

Here Christ is said to be the “beginning” or “first in a series” of the

people who would be raised from the dead. He is the first; others will

follow.

Revelation 22:13: “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the

last, the beginning (ajrchv) and the end.”

The idea “source” would not fit any of these examples. Nor is it

the correct meaning in any other New Testament example. The BAGD

Lexicon (pp. 111-112) does not list “source” as a possible meaning for

ajrchv in the New Testament or early Christian literature. It sometimes

means “beginning.” It sometimes means “authority” or “ruler,” as in

citations 3 and 6 from Chrysostom in the previous section of this paper.

Therefore, to find examples of kefalhv used as equivalent of ajrchv does

not prove that “church fathers argued vehemently that for Paul head

had meant ‘source.’” It would be just as legitimate on the basis of ajrchv
alone to say that they argued vehemently that for Paul head had meant

“ruler” or head had meant “beginning.”

IV. THE ACTUAL PATRISTIC CITATIONS

We can now look at these nine references cited by Kroeger, in which

she says the church fathers “argued vehemently that for Paul head had

meant ‘source’” and denied that Christ is subordinate to the Father.
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1. Athanasius (ca. A.D. 296-373), Syn. Armin. 26.3.35. This is not

actually a statement by a church father. This quotation is from an Arian

creed, the “Macrostich” or 5th Confession of A.D. 344, which

Athanasius quotes, along with several other Arian creeds, in order to

show that they cannot even agree among themselves on what they

teach. It is surprising that Kroeger cites this as evidence of what the

“church fathers” taught, for Arianism was rejected as a heresy by the

orthodox church, and this Arian creed does not represent what the rec-

ognized church fathers taught.

The quotation is as follows:

Yet we must not consider the Son to be co-unbegun and 

co-ingenerate with the Father. . . . But we acknowledge that the

Father who alone is Unbegun and Ingenerate, hath generated

inconceivably and incomprehensibly to all; and that the Son

hath been generated before ages, and in no wise to be in-

generate Himself like the Father, but to have the Father who

generated Him as His beginning (ajrchv); for “the Head of Christ

is God.”26

Here ajrchv is used in the sense “beginning,” according to the

NPNF translator. In any case, the quotation of an Arian creed, with no

subsequent comment on this word or phrase by Athanasius himself, is

not reliable evidence on which to decide anything about the way

kefalhv was understood by Athanasius or other church fathers, as

Kroeger claims. Nor does it provide any evidence that church fathers

argued against the subordination of the Son to the Father.

2. Athanasius (ca. A.D. 296-373), Anathema 26, MPG 26, 740B. This

quotation is not actually from an orthodox church father either. It is

from another Arian creed, which Athanasius also quotes to show how

the Arians cannot agree among themselves.

Whosoever shall say that the Son is without beginning and

ingenerate, as if speaking of two unbegun and two ingenerate, and

making two Gods, be he anathema. For the Son is the Head,

namely the beginning (ajrchv) of all: and God is the Head, namely

the beginning (ajrchv) of Christ; for thus to one unbegun begin-
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26The Greek text is in TLG Athanasius, De synodis Arimini, Work 010, 26,3.3. The English trans-
lation is from NPNF, Second Series, Vol. 4, 463, with extensive notes on the Arian theology
represented here.



ning (ajrchv) of the universe do we religiously refer all things

through the Son.27

Here again ajrchv is used by the Arians in the sense of “beginning”

to explain kefalhv. But it does not show us how kefalhv was under-

stood by Athanasius or other church fathers, as Kroeger’s article

claimed.

In fact, Athanasius himself did not “argue vehemently” that for Paul,

head meant “source,” nor did he deny that kefalhv could mean “author-

ity over,” for he refers to “the bishops of illustrious cities,” for example,

as “the heads of great churches” (kefalai; tosouvtwn ejkklhsiẁn).28

3. Cyril of Alexandria (died A.D. 444), De Recte Fide ad Pulch. 2.3, 268.

. . . the one of the earth and dust has become (gevgonen) to us the

first head of the race, that is ruler (ajrchv) but since the second Adam

has been named Christ, he was placed as head (kefalhv), that is

ruler (toutevstin ajrchv) of those who through him are being trans-

formed unto him into incorruption through sanctification by the

Spirit. Therefore he on the one hand is our ruler (ajrchv), that is

head, in so far as he has appeared as a man; indeed, he, being by

nature God, has a head, the Father in heaven. For, being by nature

God the Word, he has been begotten from Him. But that the head

signifies the ruler (ajrchv), the fact that the husband is said to be the

head of the wife confirms the sense for the truth of doubters: for

she has been taken from him (ejlhvfqh ga;r ejx aujtoù). Therefore

one Christ and Son and Lord, the one having as head the Father in

heaven, being God by nature, became for us a “head” accordingly

because of his kinship according to the flesh.29

In this quotation, kefalhv is explained by ajrchv, probably in the sense

of “ruler,” but the ambiguity of ajrchv confronts us here, and the sense

“beginning” or the sense “origin or source” for ajrchv would also fit.

In 1990 I responded to Kroeger’s citation of this passage30 and said

that even if the sense “source” were understood here, this is still not an
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27The Greek text is in TLG, Athanasius, De synodis Arimini, Work 010, 27.3,26 to 27.3,27. The
English translation is from NPNF, Second Series, Vol. 4, p. 465.
28The Greek text is in TLG, Athanasius, Work 005, 89.2.3. The English translation is in NPNF,
Second Series, Vol. 4, p. 147. This text is also quoted by Joseph Fitzmyer, “kephal∑ in I Corinthians
11:3,” Interpretation 47 (1993), 56, as evidence of the meaning “leader, ruler” for kefalhv.
29The Greek text is found in Eduard Schwartz, ed., Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1927), 1.1.5, p. 28. The English translation is mine.
30Grudem, “Meaning of kephal∑, “ 464-465.



instance of “source” apart from authority, for God and Christ and the

husband are all in positions of authority.31 Of course, if we took this

passage in an isolated way, apart from its context in patristic writings

and ancient Trinitarian controversies, and apart from previously estab-

lished meanings for kefalhv, there would be no strong objection to

thinking that the meaning “source” would fit this passage as well, even

though it would not be necessary for the sense of the passage. And it

must also be recognized that it is an elementary fact of life that we

receive our nourishment through our mouths, and thus in a sense

through our heads, and this idea was plain to the ancient world as well;

therefore, the idea that a metaphor would occur in which “head”

meant “source” is not impossible.32 But even if that sense were

accepted here, it would scarcely be decisive for Pauline usage, since this

passage comes four hundred years after Paul wrote.33

Yet several factors make me hesitate to jump to the meaning

“source” here:

(1) First, a very similar connection between the man’s headship

and the woman’s being taken from the man is made by an earlier

Alexandrian writer, Clement of Alexandria (ca. A.D. 155-ca. 220), in

The Stromata 4:8 (ANF 2, 420):

“For I would have you know,” says the apostle, “that the head of

every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man: for

the man is not of the woman, but the woman of the man (ouj ga;r
ejstin ajnh;r ejk gunaiko;~, ajlla; gunh; ejx ajndrov~).”34

Such an explicit connection between man’s headship and woman’s

being taken out of man might lead us to think that Clement of

Alexandria would understand “head” to mean “source, origin” here,
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31Gregory W. Dawes, The Body in Question: Metaphor and Meaning in the Interpretation of Ephesians
5:21-33 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), says that in analyzing this passage from Cyril of Alexandria,
Grudem “suggests (rightly) that even here the term kefalhv retains the sense of authority, and
that a passage like this needs to be read in its historical context (the Trinitarian controversies of
the early church)” (p. 128). However, Dawes differs with my hesitancy to see the meaning
“source” as the most likely one here, saying that “different (metaphorical) senses of a word are
possible in different contexts.” He thinks that authority is present in the passage, but that it may
be related to the idea of origin.
32This is the point made by Dawes, as mentioned in the previous footnote.
33Note the caution that was expressed above about the merely moderate relevance of the quo-
tations from Chrysostom, who wrote over three hundred years after Paul.
34The English translation in both quotations is that of the ANF series (2, 420). The Greek text
is in the TLG, Clement of Alexandria, Work 4, 4.8.60.2.



just as we might in the statement from Cyril of Alexandria. But this is

not so, for later on the same page Clement explains:

The ruling power is therefore the head (kefalh; toivnun to;
hJgemonikovn). And if “the Lord is head of the man, and the

man is head of the woman,” the man, “being the image and

glory of God, is lord of the woman.” Wherefore also in the

Epistle to the Ephesians it is written, “Subjecting yourselves

one to another in the fear of God. Wives, submit yourselves to

your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is head of

the wife. . . .”35

This means that Clement of Alexandria’s first statement should be

understood in the sense: the man has ruling authority over the woman

because she was taken from him. Clement of Alexandria is simply con-

necting 1 Corinthians 11:3 with 1 Corinthians 11:8 and sees one as the

reason supporting the other.

This means that a similar manner of reasoning would not be inap-

propriate for Cyril of Alexandria, writing later and coming from the

same city: the man is the head of (that is, has ruling authority over) the

woman because she was taken from him.

And there are several other factors that argue against the mean-

ing “source” in Cyril of Alexandria, such as the following: (2) the way

that a third writer, Theodore of Mopsuestia, who is contemporary

with Cyril, so clearly connects the wife’s obedience to her husband

to the idea that she was taken from him in 1 Corinthians 11:7-8;36

(3) the way other patristic writers so clearly understand kefalhv to
mean “authority over” in 1 Corinthians 11:3 and connect it to ajrchv
meaning “authority over”;37 (4) the fact that it says Adam “has

become” (gevgonen) first head of the race, which would be a strange

notion for “source” (for a source is there from the beginning, and one

does not later become a source, nor does one become a “first”

source); and (5) the fact that “authority over” is a commonly under-
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35ANF 2, 420; TLG, Work 4, 4.8.63.5 to 4.8.64.1.
36See the material from Theodore of Mopsuestia below, in patristic citation 7a (section III.3.7a).
37See the quotations from Chrysostom, above, and from Basil and Eusebius, below. For exam-
ple, Joseph Fitzmyer speaks of “the many places in patristic literature where comments are made
on I Corinthians 11:3. . . . In these places the sense of kephal∑ as ‘leader, ruler, one having author-
ity over’ is clear” (“kephal∑ in I Corinthians 11:3”).



stood and established meaning for kefalhv, while “source” has yet to

be demonstrated by anything other than ambiguous passages.

A factor related to (5) is (6) the absence of support from the lexi-

cons for the meaning “source.” This meaning is not given in Lampe’s

Patristic Greek Lexicon, the standard lexicon for this material, in the

entry for kefalhv, nor is it given in BAGD, the standard lexicon for

New Testament Greek.38 At this point sound lexicography should

cause us to be cautious about adopting a new meaning for a word

based on one difficult passage, or one passage where it “could” have

that meaning. This point was emphasized by John Chadwick in

reflecting on his many years of work on the editorial team for the

Liddell-Scott Lexicon:

A constant problem to guard against is the proliferation of mean-

ings. . . . It is often tempting to create a new sense to accommo-

date a difficult example, but we must always ask first, if there is

any other way of taking the word which would allow us to assign

the example to an already established sense. . . . As I have

remarked in several of my notes, there may be no reason why a

proposed sense should not exist, but is there any reason why it

must exist?39

For these reasons, it seems to me that the established sense, “ruler,

authority,” best fits this passage in Cyril of Alexandria. By weighing

these considerations on this and other passages, readers will have to

form their own conclusions.

Yet one more point needs to be made. Cyril of Alexandria clearly

did not deny the subordination of the Son to the Father, nor does his

material support Kroeger’s claim that these writers “were quick to rec-

ognize the danger of an interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:3 which

could place Christ in a subordinate position relative to the Father,” for

no denial of the Father’s authority over the Son is found here. In fact,

in his Dialogues on the Trinity Cyril of Alexandria has an extensive dis-

cussion of the subordination of the Son to the Father, explaining that

it is a voluntary submission, like that of Isaac to Abraham, or like that

of Jesus to His earthly parents, and that it does not show Him to be a
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lesser being but is consistent with His being of the same nature with

His Father and thus fully God.40

4. Cyril of Alexandria (died A.D. 444), De Recte Fide ad Arcadiam

1.1.5.5(2).63.

“But I want you to know that the head of every man is Christ, and

the head of a woman is the man, and the head of Christ is God.”

The blessed Luke, composing for us the genealogy of Christ,

begins (a[rcetai) from Joseph, then he comes to Adam, soon

speaking of God, placing as the beginning (ajrchv) of man the God

who made him. Thus we say Christ is the head of every man: for

man was made through him and he was brought to birth, the Son

not creating him in a servile way, but more divinely, as in the

nature of a workman. “But the head of a woman is the man,” for

she was taken out of his flesh, and she has him even as (her) begin-

ning (ajrchv). And similarly, “the head of Christ is God,” for he is

from him according to nature: for the Word was begotten out of

God the Father. Then how is Christ not God, the one of whom

the Father, according to (his) nature, has been placed as head?

Whenever I might say Christ appeared in the form of man, I

understand the Word of God.41

This text gives an understanding of kefalhv as ajrchv, probably in

the sense of “beginning,” namely, the point from which something

started. In both of these quotes from Cyril, someone might argue for

the sense “source, origin,” but the sense “authority” would fit as well

(it seemed to be the sense in the earlier quote; however, here he could

be making a different point). Yet “beginning” fits better than “source,”

because Cyril could have thought that “woman” had one man (Adam)

as the starting point from which women began, but he would not have

thought that any other women had subsequent men as their “source,”

for no woman since Eve has been taken out of a man. Cyril is tracing
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(Sources Chrétiennes 237; Paris: Cerf, 1977), 2:372-379 (with Greek text and French transla-
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(I am grateful to my pastor Stephen E. Farish for saving me much time by quickly providing
me with an English translation of many pages of the French translation of Cyril’s intricate argu-
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back a genealogy to its starting point and comes to Adam. “Beginning,

starting point” therefore seems to fit this context. But the ambiguity of

ajrchv makes it difficult to decide.

5. Basil (the Great, of Caesarea, c. 329-379,) In Psalmum 28 (homilia

2), MPG 30:80 (TLG 53.30.80.23).

“And the beloved is as a son of unicorns” [LXX Ps. 28:6b]. After

the opposing powers are raised up, then love for the Lord will

appear plainly, and his strength will become evident, when no one

casts a shadow over those in his presence. Therefore he says, after

the [statement about] beating: “the beloved will be as the son of

unicorns.” But a unicorn is a royal (ajrciko;~, “royal, fit for rule”)

animal, not made subject to man, his strength unconquerable (ajnupov-
takton ajnqrwvpw/, th;n ijscu;n ajkatamavchton) always living in

desert places, trusting in his one horn. Therefore the unconquerable

nature of the Lord (hJ ajkatagwvnisto~ toù Kurivou fuvsi~) is

likened to a unicorn, both because of his rule (ajrchv) upon every-

thing, and because he has one ruler (ajrchv) of himself, the Father:

for “the head (kefalhv) of Christ is God.”42

This passage is significant, even though Basil’s discussion is based

on the Septuagint mistranslation of Psalm 28:6, “And the beloved is as

a son of unicorns.” But Basil uses this text as an opportunity to com-

ment on the unconquerable nature of a unicorn and likens this to the

supreme rule of Christ over everything. Then he adds that the Son has

one ruler over himself, namely, God the Father. For our purposes, it is

significant that for Basil “the head of Christ is God” meant “the ruler

over Christ is God,” and the word ajrchv meant “ruler” when it was

used as a synonym for kefalhv.
6. Theodore of Mopsuestia (ca. 350-428 AD), Eccl. Theol. 1.11.2-3, and

7. Theodore of Mopsuestia (ca. 350-428 AD), Eccl. Theol. 2.7.1.

These two references do not exist.43 The numbers were apparently

copied by mistake from the Eusebius references below them

(Eusebius, Eccl. Theol. 1.11.2-3 and 2.7.1). However, perhaps Kroeger

intended to copy the reference to Theodore of Mopsuestia in the entry

for kefalhv in Lampe’s Lexicon. That reference is as follows:
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7a. Theodore of Mopsuestia, 1 Cor. 11:3 (p. 187.12ff; M.66.888c):

This he wishes to say: that, on the one hand, we move forward

from Christ to God (ajpo; me;n toù Cristoù ejpi; to;n Qeo;n
cwroùmen), out of whom he is, but on the other hand from man to

Christ (ajpo; de; toù ajndro;~ ejpi; to;n Cristovn): for we are out of

him according to the second form of existence. . . . For on the one

hand, being subject to suffering, we consider Adam to be head

(kefalhv), from whom we have taken existence. But on the other

hand, not being subject to suffering, we consider Christ to be head

(kefalhv), from whom we have an unsuffering existence. Similarly,

he says, also from woman to man (kai; ajpo; th̀~ gunaiko;~ ejpi; to;n
a[ndra), since she has taken existence from him.44

This text at first seems ambiguous regarding the meaning of kefalhv,
perhaps because Theodore’s commentaries exist only in fragments, and we

may not have all that he wrote on this verse. The idea of “head” as “leader,

ruler” seems possible, especially since he says we “advance” or “move for-

ward”(cwrevw ajpo; [person B] ejpi; [person A]), in each case to the one who

is “head,” suggesting higher rank. But the idea of “beginning” (that is, the

first one to exist in the condition specified) is also possible.

But Theodore’s subsequent comments seem to tip the issue toward

kefalhv meaning “leader, authority over.” This is because in 1 Corinthians

11:3 he connects man’s headship with woman’s being created from man,

an idea that Theodore then explains when he comments on 1 Corinthians

11:7-8. These verses read as follows in the New Testament:

For 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 was not made from

woman, but woman from man.) (RSV)

When Theodore comments on this passage, he sees a woman’s

“glory” as consisting in her obedience to her husband:

He calls the woman “glory” but surely not “image,” because it

applied faintly, since “glory” looks at obedience (eij~ th;n
uJpakohvn), but “image” looks at rulership (eij~ to; ajrcikovn).45
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These subsequent remarks, coming just a few lines after his com-

ment on 1 Corinthians 11:3, make the sense “authority over” most

likely for kefalhv in the 11:3 comment above. Theodore thinks that

man is the authority over woman, since she was taken from him, and

he says that this means she is his “glory” and should obey him, “since

‘glory’ looks at obedience, but ‘image’ looks at rulership.”

8. Eusebius (ca. A.D. 265-ca. 339) , Eccl. Theol. 1.11.2-3.

And the great apostle teaches that the head of the Son himself is

God, but (the head) of the church is the Son. How is he saying, on

the one hand, “the head of Christ is God,” but on the other hand

saying concerning the Son, “and he gave him to be head over all

things for the church, which is his body”? Is it not therefore that he

may be leader (ajrchgov~) and head (kefalhv) of the church, but of

him (the head) is the Father: Thus there is one God the Father of

the only Son, and there is one head, even of Christ himself. But if

there is one ruler (ajrchv) and head, how then could there be two

Gods? Is he not one alone, the one above whom no one is higher,

neither does he claim any other cause of himself, but he has acquired

the familial, unbegun, unbegotten deity from the monarchial author-

ity (th̀~ monarcikh̀~ ejxousiva~),46 and he has given to the Son his

own divinity and life; who through him caused all things to exist,

who sends him, who appoints him, who commands, who teaches, who com-

mits all things to him, who glorifies him, who exalts (him), who declares him

king of all, who has committed all judgment to him. . . . 47

Far from demonstrating that the church fathers “were quick to rec-

ognize the danger of an interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:3 which

could place Christ in a subordinate position relative to the Father” (as

Kroeger claims), this quotation from Eusebius shows that the Father

as “head” has supreme authority, and that His authority over the Son

is seen in many actions: He sends the Son, He appoints Him, He com-

mands Him, He teaches Him, He commits all judgment to Him, and

so forth. The Father’s headship here means that He is the one in

“authority over” the Son, and the Son’s headship over the church

means that He is the leader or ruler of the church.

9. Eusebius (ca. A.D. 265-ca. 339), Eccl. Theol . 2.7.1.
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. . . but fear, O man, lest having confessed two substances, you

would bring in two rulers (ajrchv)48 and would fall from the monar-

chial deity? Learn then thus, since there is one unbegun and unbe-

gotten God, and since the Son has been begotten from him, there

will be one ruler (ajrchv), and one monarchy and kingdom, since even

the Son himself claims his Father as ruler (ajrchv). “For the head

of Christ is God,” according to the apostle.49

Again, Eusebius explains “the head of Christ is God” to imply that

God the Father has supreme authority, and the Son is not another

authority equal to Him.

Conclusion on patristic citations. Kroeger gave nine patristic refer-

ences (in addition to the two from Chrysostom) to support her claims

that “church fathers argued vehemently that for Paul head had meant

‘source,’” and that they “were quick to recognize the danger” of

understanding 1 Corinthians 11:3 to mean that Christ has a “subor-

dinate position relative to the Father.” Two of the citations (1, 2) were

not statements of any church father but statements from heretical

Arian creeds. Two more (6, 7) did not exist but may have been

intended as a reference to Theodore of Mopsuestia in a commentary

on 1 Corinthians 11 that relates the headship of the husband to his

rulership and the wife’s obedience. Three others (5, 8, 9) assumed that

to be “head” of someone else implied having a position of authority or

rule and thus supported the meaning “authority over.” Two references

from Cyril of Alexandria (3, 4) were ambiguous, due to ambiguity in

the meaning of ajrchv, since the meanings “authority,” “beginning,” or

“origin” would all make sense in the contexts.

In none of the references did any church father “argue vehe-

mently” that “for Paul head had meant ‘source.’” And none of the 

references argued against an interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:3 that

placed Christ in a “subordinate position relative to the Father”;

indeed, some of the references specify that Christ is obedient to the

Father and that the Father rules over Him. In light of this evidence,

it seems that Kroeger’s assertion that church fathers “were quick 

to recognize the danger” of understanding 1 Corinthians 11:3 to 
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mean that Christ has a “subordinate position relative to the Father”

is also false.50

A failure to mention the way Lampe defines and does not define kefalhv.
Kroeger’s apparent use of page 749 of Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon to

find four of her actual eight patristic references is puzzling for two

other reasons. First, she fails to mention that the meaning “source,”

which she claims was “vehemently” defended by the church fathers, is

nowhere mentioned as a meaning for kefalhv in this standard lexicon

for patristic Greek. If the meaning “source” was “vehemently”

defended by the church fathers, it is surprising that the editorial team

of this definitive lexicon did not discover this fact as they worked

through the writings of the church fathers for fifty-five years, from

1906 to 1961 (see Preface, iii). And it is inexcusable in a popular refer-

ence work to claim that a meaning was “vehemently” defended by the

church fathers and fail to mention that that meaning simply is not listed

in the standard Greek lexicon of the church fathers.

Second, it is troubling to see that Kroeger claims a nonexistent

quote from Chrysostom to deny the meaning “chief ” or “authority

over” for the patristic period, but she does not mention that this is the

essential meaning of the first five metaphorical definitions for kefalhv
(as applied to persons) that are given on the same page in Lampe’s

Lexicon (p. 749) from which she took several of her examples:

B. of persons; 1. head of the house, Herm.sim. 7.3; 2. chief, head-man

. . . 3. religious superior . . . 4. of bishops, kefalai; ejkklhsiẁn [other

examples include “of the bishop of the city of Rome, being head

of all the churches”] . . . 5. kefalh; ei\nai c. genit. [to be head, with

genitive] take precedence of 

All five of these categories include leadership and authority attach-

ing to the term kefalhv. They show that kefalhv meant “chief ” and

“authority over,” according to the standard lexicon for patristic Greek.

Since Kroeger’s article depended so heavily on patristic evidence, and

in fact (apparently) on this very page in this lexicon, these definitions

from this standard patristic lexicon should have been mentioned. It is

difficult to understand how she could claim that Chrysostom said that
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“only a heretic” would use this meaning when the standard lexicon for

patristic Greek lists five different categories with this meaning in their

entry on kefalhv.

V. EVIDENCE FROM CLASSICAL LITERATURE

One other section from Kroeger’s article deserves comment. In a sec-

tion called “The Classical View of Head as Source,” Kroeger attempts

to demonstrate that kephal∑ meant “source” because it was equated

with arch∑, which meant “source.” She writes:

By the time of Plato, adherents of Orphic religion were using

kephal∑ with arch∑ (“source” or “beginning”). (p. 375).

For support she gives the following references (with no quotations,

no dates, and no further information).

1. Kern, Orph. Fr. 2. nos. 21 a.2., 168

2. Plato, Leg. IV.715E and sch

3. Proclus, In Tim. II 95.48 (V.322)

4. Pseudo-Aristides World 7

5. Eusebius, Praep. Ev. 3.9

6. Deveni Papyrus, col. 13, line 12

7. Stobaeus, Ecl. 1.23

8. Plutarch, Def. Orac. 436D

9. Achilles Tatius, fr. 81.29

10. Isaiah 9:14-15 (LXX)

11. Irenaeus, PG 7.496.

12. Tertullian, Marc. 5.8

13. Philo, Congr. 61.

14. Photius, Comm. 1 Cor. 11:3, ed. Staab 567.1

This looks like an impressive set of references to demonstrate “the

classical concept of head as source.” In fact, one review of Dictionary of

Paul and His Letters pointed to C. Kroeger’s article on “head” as one of

the outstanding articles in the volume because it has “excellent Graeco-

Roman material,” deals with “the classical view of head as source,” and

“cites many primary references.”51 But do these fourteen references
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demonstrate that “head” meant “source,” as Kroeger claims? Do they

show examples of kefalhv used with ajrchv as “source” or “beginning”

and so demonstrate the meaning “source” for kefalhv? The first one is

familiar to anyone following the previous discussions of kefalhv:
1. Kern, Orph. Fr. 2.nos. 21 a.2., 168 (5th cent. B.C.).

Zeus was first, Zeus is last with white, vivid lightning;

Zeus the head (kefalhv, but with ajrchv as a variant reading) ,

Zeus the middle, Zeus from whom all things are perfected

(Zeu;~ kefalhv, Zeu;~ mevssa, Dio;~ d j ejk pavnta tevtuktai;
Orphic Fragments 21a).52

The sense “beginning, first one” seems most likely for either

kefalhv or ajrchv here, because of (1) the similarity to the idea of “first”

and “last” in the previous line, and (2) the contrast with “middle” and

the mention of perfection, giving the sense, “Zeus is the beginning,

Zeus is the middle, Zeus is the one who completes all things.” The

Oxford Classical Dictionary, in discussing the basic tenets of Orphic reli-

gion, mentions a “common myth” in which “Zeus was praised as the

beginning, the middle, and the end of all”53 and so supports the sense

“beginning” in this and similar texts. In any case, the meaning “source”

cannot be established for kefalhv from this passage.

2. Plato (ca. 429-347 B.C.), Leg. IV.715E and sch.

O men, that God who, as old tradition tells, holds the beginning

(ajrchv), the end, and the centre of all things that exist, completes

his circuit by nature’s ordinance in straight, unswerving course.

(Plato, Laws IV.715E, LCL translation)

This text does not even contain kefalhv; so it is not helpful for our

inquiry. The term ajrchv is here translated as “beginning” (not “source”)

by the LCL edition. It could not mean “source,” because Plato would

not say that God “holds” the source of all things. The best meaning

would be “beginning,” with the sense that God holds the beginning,

the end, and the middle of all things that exist.
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Moreover, Kroeger claims that these texts show that kefalhv was

used with ajrchv. But if kefalhv does not even occur in this quotation,

it cannot show that Plato was using kefalhv with ajrchv. In the absence

of the term kefalhv, this reference cannot be used as evidence for the

meaning of that term.

3. Proclus (A.D. 410-485), In Tim. II 95.48 (V.322). This may be an

incorrect reference, because Proclus In Tim. 2.95 ends at line 31, and

line 48 does not exist.54 Perhaps Kroeger meant to cite In Tim. 1.313.21,

which has the same quote again about Zeus, this time in the form,

Zeus the head, Zeus the middle, Zeus from whom comes all that is

(Zeu;~ kefalhv, Zeu;~ mevssa, Diov~ d j ejk pavnta tevtuktai).55

This reference gives no more support to the meaning “source” than

the earlier passage in Orphic Fragments. It is difficult to understand why

Kroeger includes this reference in a section on “The Classical View of

Head as Source,” since the classical period in Greek was prior to the

time of the New Testament (the classical period in Greek literature is

generally thought of as the period prior to 325 B.C.),56 while Proclus was

a Neoplatonist philosopher who lived from A.D. 410 to 485.

4. Pseudo-Aristides World 7 (4th cent. B.C.?). This is an incorrect ref-

erence, because there is no work called World written by Aristides or

Pseudo-Aristides.57

However, the following quotation does appear in Aristotle (or

Pseudo-Aristotle), de Mundo (“On the Cosmos” or “On the World”), sec-

tion 7 (401a.29-30):58

Zeus is the head, Zeus the centre; from Zeus comes all that is

(Zeu;~ kefalhv, Zeu;~ mevssa, Dio;~ d j ejk pavnta tevtuktai).

Perhaps Kroeger found a reference to Ps-Arist., World 7 and under-

stood Arist. to refer to Aristides rather than Aristotle. In any case, this
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56The Oxford Companion to Classical Literature, comp. Paul Harvey (Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press, 1937), 106.
57See LSJ, xix.
58The text is found in the Loeb Classical Library edition of Aristotle, Vol. 3, 406.



is another quotation of the same sentence and adds no new evidence

for the meaning of kefalhv.
5. Eusebius (ca. A.D. 265-ca. 339), Praep. Ev. 3.9.

This text quotes followers of Orphic religion as saying,

Zeus the head, Zeus the middle, Zeus from whom comes all that is

(Zeu;~ kefalhv, Zeu;~ mevssa, Dio;~ d j ejk pavnta tevtuktai).59

This is a repetition of the same sentence again, with no additional

evidence. Eusebius is also wrongly placed in this discussion of “The

Classical Concept of Head,” since he was a Christian historian who

lived approximately A.D. 265-339.

6. Deveni Papyrus, col. 13, line 12 (4th cent. B.C.). This is a misspelled

reference, and as a result it turned out to be very difficult to locate. It

should read, Derveni Papyrus, col. 13, line 12.60 It is from the late fourth

century B.C. The text says:

Zeus the head, Zeus the middle, Zeus from whom comes all that is

(Zeu;~ kefa[lhv, Zeu;~ mevss]a, Dio;~ d j ejk [p]avnta tevt[uktai]).61

This is a repetition of the same sentence. It provides no additional

evidence.

7. Stobaeus, Ecl. 1.23 (5th cent. A.D.).

This text also quotes followers of Orphic religion as saying,

Zeus the head, Zeus the middle, Zeus from whom comes

(tevtuktai) all that is

(Zeu;~ kefalhv, Zeu;~ mevssa, Dio;~ d j ejk pavnta tevtuktai).62

This is a repetition of the same sentence once again, with no addi-

tional evidence. Stobaeus is also wrongly placed in this discussion of

“The Classical Concept of Head,” since he lived in the fifth century A.D.
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David Chapman, who was (in 1997) a graduate student at the University of Cambridge.
61TLG, Orphica, Fragmenta (P. Derveni), Work 013, col 12.
62TLG Joannes Stobaeus Anthologus, Work 001, 1.1.23.2-6.



8. Plutarch (ca. A.D. 46- ca. 120), Def. Orac. 436D. This text says:

Zeus the beginning, Zeus the middle, Zeus from whom all things

come about

(Zeu;~ ajrch; Zeu;~ mevssa, Dio;~ d j ejk pavnta pevlontai).63

This text does not use kefalhv but uses ajrchv and therefore is

wrongly included in this list. Plutarch is also incorrectly placed in this

discussion of “The Classical Concept of Head,” since he lived approx-

imately A.D. 46-120.

9. Achilles Tatius, fr. 81.29 (3rd cent. A.D.). This is an incomplete ref-

erence, and it turned out to be very difficult to locate. The Loeb

Classical Library edition of Achilles Tatius has only eight chapters. No

such document as “fr.” (presumably “fragment”) from Achilles Tatius

is listed in the preface to Liddell and Scott.

However, this turns out to be a reference not to the better

known Greek romantic writer Achilles Tatius (2nd century A.D.)

found in the Loeb Classical Library series, but to another Achilles

Tatius, a 3rd-century A.D. author with one surviving work, a com-

mentary on the writings of Aratus. The citation of line 29 is not quite

accurate, for the term kefalhv does not occur in line 29. However,

just three lines later, in lines 32-33, the text does contain ajrchv in the

following quotation:

Zeus the beginning, Zeus the middle, Zeus from whom all things

are perfected

(Zeu;~ ajrchv, Zeu;~ mevssa, Dio;~ d j ejk pavnta tevtuktai).64

The word kefalhv does not occur in this text; so it should not be

included in this list. Nor is a third century A.D. author useful evidence

for the “classical” period in Greek.

10. Isaiah 9:14-15 (LXX verses 13-14) (2nd cent. B.C. Greek translation).

So the LORD cut off from Israel head (kefalhv) and tail, palm

branch and reed in one day—the elder and honored man is the

head (ajrchv, “ruler”), and the prophet who teaches lies is the

tail.
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Far from establishing the meaning “source” for kephal∑, this shows

the sense “leader, one in authority,” for it is the elder who is said to be

“head.”

11. Irenaeus, PG 7.496 (ca. A.D. 175-ca. 195). In describing the

teaching of the Gnostics, Irenaeus reports this:

They go on to say that the Demiurge imagined that he created all

these things of himself, while in reality he made them in con-

junction with the productive power of Achamoth. . . . They fur-

ther affirm that his mother originated this opinion in his mind,

because she desired to bring him forth possessed of such a char-

acter that he should be the head and source of his own essence

(kefalh;n me;n kai; ajrch;n th̀~ ijdiva~ oujsiva~), and the absolute

ruler (kuvrio~) over every kind of operation [that was afterwards

attempted]. This mother they call Ogdoad, Sophia, Terra. . . .

(Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.3 [ANF 1, 322-323])

Here the ambiguity about the meaning of ajrchv confronts us again.

The translator of the Ante-Nicene Fathers series rendered it “source,”

which is possible, but “ruler” or “beginning” are also possible. In any

case, the text does not equate “head” with “source/ruler/beginning” but

lists them as two items. So even if ajrchv is translated “source,” the

phrase would still mean, “the head and source of his own being,” with

“head” in the sense of “ruler.” The text is ambiguous and does not pro-

vide convincing evidence of “head” meaning “source.” Since Irenaeus

wrote between about A.D. 175 and 195, this text should not be counted

as evidence of a classical understanding of kefalhv.
12. Tertullian, Marc. 5.8 (ca. A.D. 160- ca. 220).

“The head of every man is Christ.” What Christ, if he is not the

author of man? The head here he has put for authority; now

“authority” will accrue to none else than the “author.” (The Five

Books Against Marcion, book 5, chap. 8; ANF vol. 3, p. 445)

This text is translated from Latin, not Greek; so it is of little help

in determining the meaning of kephal∑, for the word does not occur

here. If the text is counted as evidence, it supports not the idea of

“source” but the idea of “head” as “ruler, one in authority.” Since

Tertullian lived ca. A.D. 160/170 to ca. 215/220 and wrote in Latin, this

quotation is not from classical Greek but from patristic Latin.
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13. Philo (ca. 30 B.C. -A.D. 45), Congr. 61. This quotation says:

And of all the members of the clan here described Esau is the pro-

genitor, the head as it were of the whole creature. (LCL, Vol. 4,

489; kefalh; de; wJ~ zw//vou pavntwn tw`n lecqevntwn merw`n 
oJ genavrch~ ejsti;n  JHsaù.)

Kroeger translates this “the progenitor” but fails to note that the

ambiguity attaching to arch∑ also attaches to genarch∑s. The Liddell-

Scott Lexicon gives two definitions for genarch∑s: (1) “founder or first

ancestor of a family,” and (2) “ruler of created beings.”65 The quotation

is ambiguous, and Philo, as is his custom, is constructing an allegory.

In any case, it does not demonstrate any absence of the idea of author-

ity from the “head,” for Esau was surely the ruler of the clan descended

from him.66

14. Photius, Comm. 1 Cor. 11:3, ed. Staab 567.1 (9th cent. A.D.).

Finally, Kroeger adds a citation from Photius, not connecting kefalhv
with ajrchv but saying “kephal∑ was considered by Photius to be a syn-

onym for procreator or progenitor (Photius, Comm. 1 Cor. 11:3, ed. Staab

567.1).” This is the most egregious disregard of dating in all the cita-

tions that give the appearance of support for an early, “classical” view

of head as source, because Photius is far from being a pre-New

Testament writer. He died in A.D. 891. This also makes him a highly

dubious source for determining the New Testament meaning for

kefalhv. But Kroeger gives readers no indication of dates for any of

what she claims as “classical” sources, thus leading the vast majority of

readers (who have never heard of the ninth century A.D. author
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65LSJ, 342.
66This text is not new but has been considered previously in studies of kefalhv. As I wrote in
my 1990 article: “The sense of ‘head’ here is difficult to determine. Payne suggests the mean-
ing ‘source of life’ for head, a specific kind of ‘source’ that has never before been given in any
lexicon. Yet it is possible that Philo thought of the physical head of an animal as in some sense
energizing or giving life to the animal—this would then be a simile in which Esau (a represen-
tative of stubborn disobedience in this context) gives life to a whole list of other sins that Philo
has been describing as a ‘family’ in this allegory. On the other hand, the word translated above
as progenitor (genarch∑s) also can mean ‘ruler of created beings’ (LSJ, 342). In that case the text
would read: ‘And Esau is the ruler of all the clan here described, the head as of a living animal.’
Here the meaning would be that Esau is the ruler over the rest of the sinful clan and head would
mean ‘ruler, authority over.’ It seems impossible from the context that we have to decide clearly
for one meaning or the other in this text” (Grudem, “Meaning of kephal∑,” 454-455).

Finally, Philo should not be cited as evidence for the “classical” view of a word, since he wrote
in the first century A.D.



Photius) to think that she has given evidence of an established mean-

ing for kefalhv prior to the time of the New Testament.

In any case, we can examine the Photius quotation, which says:

On the one hand, the head of us who believe is Christ, as we are

members of the same body and fellow partakers with him, having

been begotten through the fellowship of his body and blood: for

through him we all, having been called “one body,” have him as

head. “But the head of Christ is God” even the Father, as a beget-

ter and originator and one of the same nature as him.67 “And the

head of the woman is the man,” for he also exists as her begetter

and originator and one of the same nature as her. The analogy is

suitable and fits together. But if you might understand the “of every

man” [1 Cor. 11:3] also to mean over the unbelievers, according to

the word of the creation this (meaning) only is allowed: For hav-

ing yielded to the man68 to reign over the others, he allowed him to

remain under his own unique authority and rule (aujto;n uJpo; th;n ijdivan
movnon ei[ase mevnein ejcousivan kai; ajrchvn) not having established

over him another ruler and supreme authority.69

Kroeger is correct to say that the ideas of “procreator” and “progen-

itor” are contained in this ninth century A.D. text, but it is not clear that

these terms are used to define “head,” any more than it would be to say

that “head” means “of the same nature” (oJmoouvsio~), which is the third

term used in this explanation. In all three terms (begetter, originator, of

the same nature), Photius is using classical Trinitarian language to explain

the Father’s role as “head,” saying it is “as” one who is begetter, origina-

tor, and of the same nature. This is standard Trinitarian language, and in

dealing with 1 Corinthians 11:3, “the head of Christ is God,” Photius

maintains the orthodox definitions of the Father as the one who eternally

begets the Son and eternally sends forth the Holy Spirit.

But this Trinitarian language does not establish Kroeger’s claim in
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is “begetter and originator and of the same nature” as the Son. “Begetter” (gennhvtwr) refers to
the Father’s eternal relationship to the Son, in what was called the “eternal generation of the
Son.” “Originator” (proboleuv~), according to Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon, was used in
Trinitarian discussion particularly to refer to the Father’s role with respect to the procession of
the Holy Spirit (1140). And “of the same nature” (oJmoouvsio~) was the term used from the
Nicene Creed onward to affirm the full deity of the Son.
68Here “the man” refers to Christ as man.
69The English translation is mine. The Greek text is from Karl Staab, Pauluskommentare aus der
griechischen Kirche (Münster: Aschendorf, 1933), 567; TLG Photius, Fragmenta in epistulam I ad
Corinthias, Work 15, 567.1-567.11.



this section that there was a “classical” meaning of “source” for

kefalhv. Instead, the passage once again indicates that Photius under-

stands “head” to mean “authority over.” This is evident from the last

two sentences in the citation, where we see how he relates “the head

of every man is Christ” to “the head of Christ is God.” Photius

explains “the head of every man is Christ” to mean that Christ is

appointed by the Father “to reign” even over unbelievers. This is con-

sistent with the idea that the head of Christ is God, since Christ

remains under God the Father’s “own unique authority and rule.”

Once again, to be “head” is seen to mean that one is in the role of

“authority over” another.

In any case, this obscure text from the ninth century A.D. is hardly

relevant for Kroeger’s section, “The Classical View of Head as Source,”

and hardly relevant for understanding the New Testament meaning of

kefalhv, since it came 800 years later.

Conclusion on Kroeger’s section on “The Classical View of Head as

Source.” Of the fourteen references given by Kroeger in her section on

“The Classical View of Head as Source,” four (2, 8, 9, 12) did not con-

tain the term kefalhv and are not relevant for understanding the mean-

ing of the term. Of the remaining ten, only three (1, 4, 6) were from

the pre-New Testament “classical” period in Greek. All three of those

were repeating the same sentence about Zeus, which means that the

fourteen references in this section boil down to one piece of evidence.

In that sentence, the meaning “source” is not proven, for the sense

“beginning” best fits the context and follows the translation of the

Oxford Classical Dictionary. This means that of the fourteen references

in this section, none turned out to support the idea that classical Greek

had a meaning “source” for kefalhv.
If examples from all dates are included, however, then of the ten

that contained kefalhv, two (10, 14) clearly use kefalhv to mean

“authority over,” and two others (11, 13) are ambiguous, since both

the meaning “beginning” and the meaning “authority over” are pos-

sible. The remaining six (1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7) use kefalhv in the sense

“beginning,” all in the same sentence about Zeus. Once again, not one

of the fourteen references turned out to support the meaning “source”

for kefalhv.
One more characteristic of these references should be noted.

Kroeger’s goal is to show that “source” is often the sense of kefalhv
in the New Testament instead of the meaning “authority over.” She
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says at one point, “By the Byzantine era kephal∑ had acquired the

sense of ‘chief ‘ or ‘master’ . . . this was rarely true of the Greek

kephal∑ in NT times.”70 In order to appreciate Kroeger’s statement,

we must realize that the Byzantine Age in Greek literature lasted

from A.D. 529 to 1453,71 and Greek usage during that time is of very

little relevance for New Testament study. Thus Kroeger is implying,

if not asserting, that “source” was a common and well-established

sense for kefalhv at the time of the New Testament, while “author-

ity over” was a rare sense until about five hundred years after the

New Testament.

But do any of her references prove this? It is significant to notice

what kind of persons are called “head” in these quotations, both from

patristic texts and from others:

1. husband (head of wife)

2. God (head of Christ)

3. Christ (head of every man)

4. church leaders (head of church)

5. a woman (head of her maidservant)

6. Christ (head of the church)

7. Adam (head of human race)

8. Zeus (head of all things)

9. elders (head of Israel)

10. Gnostic Demiurge (head of his own being)

11. Esau (head of his clan)

In every case, ancient readers would have readily understood that

the person called “head” was in a position of authority or rule over the

person or group thought of as the “body” in the metaphor. Even in

those cases where the sense “beginning” is appropriate, there is no idea

of “beginning” without authority; rather, the person who is the “head”

is always the one in authority. Therefore, it seems inevitable that the

sense “authority” attaches to the metaphor when one person is called

“head” (kefalhv) of another person or group. The sense “authority

over” for kefalhv is firmly established.
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VI. DR. KROEGER’S RESPONSE

I read an earlier version of this article as a paper at the 1997 annual

meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society in Santa Clara,

California.72 Then at the 1998 meeting of the ETS in Orlando, Dr.

Kroeger read a four-page response to my paper, entitled “The Use of

Classical Disciplines in Biblical Research.” In this response, she makes

the following points:

(1) Although Photius wrote in the ninth century A.D., his work as

a lexicographer remains valuable to us, for he studied Greek literature

from earlier centuries (p. 1).

(2) In the statements about “Zeus the head, Zeus the middle . . .”

etc., the interchange of kefalhv with ajrchv as the quotation appears in

various authors shows that “in the writers’ minds they have the same

semantic value and may be freely exchanged” (p. 2).

(3) Regarding erroneous citations in her article, she says, “Here my

own effort to condenese [sic] the lengthy citations led to the scram-

bling of a couple of references, although the majority were accurate”

(pp. 2-3).

(4) The citation that I had been unable to locate (Achilles Tatius,

fr. 81.29) was not from the commonly known Achilles Tatius (second

century A.D.) but from a lesser known Achilles Tatius (third century

A.D.), fragments of whose commentary on Aratus are published in

Maass, Commentariorum in Aratum reliquiae (1898, repr. 1958). Dr.

Kroeger says that my difficulty in finding this was because I “failed to

recognize that in classical antiquity more than one writer might bear

the same name” (p. 3).

(5) With respect to my critique of her article, she says that I “failed

to differentiate between archøn, meaning ruler or commander, and the

cognate arch∑ meaning beginning, first principle or source. To be sure,

arch∑ can also indicate authority, rule, realm or magistracy. Almost

never, however, does arch∑ denote the person ruling. That sense is sup-

plied by the cognate, archøn” (p. 3).

(6) Chrysostom held to the “commonly held anatomical views of

antiquity, that the head was the source of the body’s existence,” and this

led Chrysostom to “conventional metaphorical uses” for kefalhv (by

this she means the metaphor of “head” as “source”) (p. 3).
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(7) In Chrysostom’s view, “as applied to the Trinity, kephal∑ must

imply ‘perfect oneness and primal cause and source.’” She concludes,

“Indubitably he viewed one of the meanings of ‘head’ to be ‘source’ or

‘origin’ and deemed it theologically important” (p. 4).

In response to these seven items, the following points may be

made:

(1) Photius: I agree that Photius’ ninth-century A.D. lexicon has

some value for scholarly work, but the fact remains that citing his com-

mentary on 1 Corinthians (not his lexicon) in a section on “The

Classical View of Head as Source” without giving readers any indica-

tion that he wrote eight hundred years after the New Testament or that

he uses kefalhv to mean “authority over” is misleading.

(2) Statements about Zeus: The fact that kefalhv is used in 

some of the statements about Zeus and ajrchv in others does not

show that the words “have the same semantic value and may be

freely exchanged,” but only that they shared the one sense that 

fits that context, namely, “beginning, first in a series.” In fact, one

word (kefalhv) signifies this meaning by means of a metaphor (the

“head” as the end point, furthest extremity), and the other word

(ajrchv) means it literally. Therefore these quotes still fail to 

provide proof that kefalhv could mean source. They just show 

what everyone has recognized all along, that kefalhv in a meta-

phorical sense could mean “beginning, first in a series, extremity,

end-point.”

(3) Accuracy: To say that she scrambled “a couple of references” is

a rather low estimate. Of twenty-four key references to ancient litera-

ture, fourteen were accurate, but ten were not: Four did not contain

kefalhv, two had the wrong author listed, three had the wrong refer-

ence listed, and the one from Chrysostom did not exist at all. I agree

with her that “the majority were accurate,” since fourteen of twenty-

four key references is more than half. But the standard of accuracy in

scholarly works is not to get the “majority” of one’s references right.

They should all be right. This article fell far short of the standard of

accuracy required for academic work.

(4) Achilles Tatius: I was glad at last to learn from Dr. Kroeger of the

reference to the obscure Achilles Tatius, but to give a reference simply

as “fr. 81.29,” when the standard reference works (the preface to LSJ

and the Oxford Classical Dictionary) do not list any work by any Achilles

Tatius as “fr.” is simply to consign all readers to the same kind of frus-
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trating search of libraries that I experienced.73 I was also surprised to

find, when I finally did consult the work, that it did not contain the

term kefalhv at all but used ajrchv though that fact had not been men-

tioned in Dr. Kroeger’s 1998 response when she named the volume in

which the text had been published.

(5) The term ajrchv: I do not think it is correct that ajrchv “almost

never” denotes the person ruling. See the citations from Chrysostom

(above) where the wife is a “second authority,”74 or from Basil and

Eusebius, where the Father is the “ruler” of the Son;75 see also BAGD,

meaning 3, “ruler, authority” (p. 112).

(6) Chrysostom on the function of the head in the body: I agree that

Chrysostom thought that the senses had their origin in the head. But

that is not the issue. He also thought that the head ruled the body.76

The question is not what meaning he could have given to “head” when

used in a metaphorical sense, but what meaning he actually did give. The

nine citations given earlier where the “head” is specified as the ruling

part or the person in authority make clear that Chrysostom used

kefalhv with the sense “authority over” (which Kroeger still did not

acknowledge).

Her citation from Chrysostom is interesting, however, in what it

omits. Here is her exact statement and the quotation that she gave from

Chrystosom in her response (p. 3):

One of the points of disagreement between my colleague and my

own work was over the treatment of the term by John

Chrysostom, one of the earliest exegetes, a fourth century scholar

whose first language was Greek. The commonly held anatomical

views of antiquity, that the head was the source of the body’s exis-
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tence, led him to conventional metaphorical uses. From the head,

he said, the senses “have their source and fount.”

In the head are the eyes both of the body, and of the soul. . . .

All the senses have thence their origin and their source. Thence are

sent forth the organs of speech, the power of seeing, and of

smelling, and all touch. For thence is derived the root of the nerves

and of the bones. [Commentary on I Thessalonians V:5, p. 513]

This is one of the sections from Chrysostom that I quoted in the

beginning of this paper—section B, citation (2) above. What is most

interesting here is the material represented by the ellipsis in Dr.

Kroeger’s quotation of Chrysostom, as well as the two sentences

immediately preceding this quotation and the two sentences immedi-

ately following it. This is highly relevant material that Dr. Kroeger

omitted from this quotation in her attempt to argue that kefalhv meant

“source” and not “authority over.” Here is the whole quotation, cited

from the NPNF translation, with the words that Dr. Kroeger omitted

underlined:

Thou art the head of the woman, let then the head regulate the rest of the

body. Dost thou not see that it is not so much above the rest of the body in

situation, as in forethought, directing like a steersman the whole of it? For

in the head are the eyes both of the body, and of the soul. Hence

flows to them both the faculty of seeing, and the power of directing. And the

rest of the body is appointed for service, but this is set to command. All the

senses have thence their origin and their source. Thence are sent

forth the organs of speech, the power of seeing, and of smelling,

and all touch. For thence is derived the root of the nerves and of

the bones. Seest thou not that it is superior in forethought more than in

honor? So let us rule the women; let us surpass them, not by seeking greater

honor from them, but by their being more benefited by us.77

The words missing from her quotation disprove the point she is

trying to make, for they show the head regulating the body, directing

it, and commanding it. Both at the beginning and the end of this quo-

tation Chrysostom makes explicit the parallel with the husband’s gov-

erning role as “head” meaning “one in authority.” When the words that

one leaves out of a quotation do not change the sense, no reader will
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object. But when the words that one leaves out are found to disprove

the very point one is trying to make, readers will rightly conclude that

one has not been truthful in handling the evidence.

(7) Did Chrysostom understand kefalhv as “source”? Kroeger gives no

further analysis of the quotation I listed above as Chrysostom (10),

from Homily 26 on 1 Corinthians (TLG Work 156, 61.216.1-10). She

simply repeats her translation of this section, except she changes “cause

and primal source” to “primal cause and source.” To put the matter

plainly, this is assertion without argument, pure and simple. To reassert

one’s own idiosyncratic translation of a passage without further argu-

ment, and without giving reasons why it should be preferred to the

commonly used NPNF translation of ajrchv as “first principle” and also

as “beginning” in this very passage, and without acknowledging that

one’s personal translation is a speculative one, hardly provides a reason

for readers to be persuaded that she is correct.

(8) What was not said: What is interesting about this response is what

was not said. No new evidence for kefalhv as “source” was introduced.

No objections were raised to my nine new citations of passages from

Chrysostom where the meaning “authority over” was clear for kefalhv.
No answer was given for why she claimed a nonexistent quotation

from Chrysostom to say that “only a heretic” would understand

kefalhv to mean “authority over.” No explanation was given for why

she said that the fathers vehemently argued for the meaning “source”

when no reference she gave yielded any such vehement argument. No

explanation was given for why she said the church fathers denied that

Christ could be in a subordinate position relative to the Father when

that very idea was seen several times in the actual references that she

mentioned. No explanation was given for why she implied that the

meaning “ruler, authority over” did not exist in the church fathers but

failed to mention that Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon gave just this sense

in its first five definitions of the metaphor as applied to persons. And

no response was given to the important new letter from the editor of

the Liddell-Scott Lexicon: Supplement, to which we now turn.

VII. RECENT LEXICOGRAPHICAL DEVELOPMENTS

CONCERNING kefalhv

1. The letter from the editor of the Liddell-Scott Lexicon. There have been

some other recent developments regarding the meaning of kefalhv. Of
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considerable interest is a letter from the current editor of the

Supplement to the Liddell-Scott Lexicon.

Most readers of this article will know that for several years a num-

ber of egalitarians have reinterpreted the verse, “for the husband is the

head (kefalhv) of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church”

(Eph. 5:23). They were not inclined to agree that the husband’s role as

“head” meant he had authority to lead in the marriage. As an alterna-

tive interpretation that removed the idea of authority, they have said

that “head” really means “source,” because (they claimed) that is what

the Greek word kefalhv (“head”) meant in ancient Greek literature.

They went on to say that if the word “head” means “source,” then there

is no unique male authority in marriage and no male headship (in the

commonly understood sense) taught in this verse or in the similar

expression in 1 Corinthians 11:3.

A number of people did not find this explanation of “head” to be

persuasive for Ephesians 5:23, because husbands are not the “source”

of their wives in any ordinary sense of “source.” But egalitarians con-

tinued to make this claim nonetheless and have said “source” was a

common sense for kefalhv in Greek.

The one piece of supporting evidence in Greek-English lexicons

was claimed from the Greek-English Lexicon edited by H. G. Liddell and

Robert Scott and revised by Henry Stuart Jones (ninth edition; Oxford:

Clarendon, 1968, 945). This was important because this lexicon has

been the standard lexicon for all of ancient Greek for over 150 years.

Part of the entry for kefalhv in the Liddell-Scott-Jones Lexicon (LSJ or

simply Liddell-Scott) has the following headings:

II. 1. Of things, extremity

a. In Botany

b. In Anatomy

c. Generally, top, brim of a vessel . . . capital of a column

d. In plural, source of a river, Herodotus 4.91 (but singular,

mouth); generally, source, origin, Orphic Fragments 21a; starting

point [examples: the head of time; the head of a month].

Even this entry did not prove the egalitarian claim that a person

could be called the “source” of someone else by using kefalhv, because

the major category for this lexicon entry had to do with the end-point

of “things,” not with persons (but persons are in view in Ephesians

5:23, with Christ and a husband being called “head”).
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In an article written in 1985, I argued that the reason kefalhv could

be applied to either the source or the mouth of a river was that in these

cases kefalh was used in a fairly common sense to mean the end-point

of something. In this way, the top of a column in a building was called

the “head,” and the ends of the poles used to carry the Ark of the

Covenant are called the “heads” of the poles in the Septuagint transla-

tion of 1 Kings 8:8. This is a natural and understandable extension of

the word head since our heads are at the top or end of our bodies. In

fact, this is what the editors of Liddell-Scott-Jones intended, for they

placed the river examples as a subcategory under the general category,

“of things, extremity.” In 1990 I wrote on this again and attempted to

answer objections that had been brought against my 1985 article by sev-

eral authors.78

In early 1997 I sent a copy of my 1990 article on kefalhv to the edi-

tor of the Liddell-Scott lexicon in Oxford, England, so that their edi-

torial team might at least consider the evidence and arguments in it.

The Lexicon itself is not undergoing revision, but a Supplement is pub-

lished from time to time. The current editor of the Liddell-Scott

Lexicon: Supplement, P. G. W. Glare, responded in a personal letter dated

April 14, 1997, which I quote here with his permission (italics used for

emphasis have been added):

Dear Professor Grudem,

Thank you for sending me the copy of your article on kefalhv.
The entry under this word in LSJ is not very satisfactory. Perhaps

I could draw your attention to a section of Lexicographica Graeca by

Dr John Chadwick (OUP 1996), though he does not deal in detail

with the Septuagint and NT material. I was unable to revise the

longer articles in LSJ when I was preparing the latest Supplement,

since I did not have the financial resources to carry out a full-scale

revision.

I have no time at the moment to discuss all your examples indi-

vidually and in any case I am in broad agreement with your conclusions.

I might just make one or two generalizations. kefalhv is the word

normally used to translate the Hebrew vvaarr, and this does seem fre-

quently to denote leader or chief without much reference to its original

anatomical sense, and here it seems perverse to deny authority. The sup-

posed sense ‘source’ of course does not exist and it was at least unwise of
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Liddell and Scott to mention the word. At the most they should

have said ‘applied to the source of a river in respect of its position

in its (the river’s) course’.

By NT times the Septuagint had been well established and one

would only expect that a usage found frequently in it would come

easily to such a writer as St. Paul. Where I would agree with Cervin

is that in many of the examples, and I think all the Plutarch ones,

we are dealing with similes or comparisons and the word itself is

used in a literal sense. Here we are faced with the inadequacies of

LSJ. If they had clearly distinguished between, for example, ‘the

head as the seat of the intellect and emotions’ (and therefore the

director of the body’s actions) and ‘the head as the extremity of the

human or animal body’ and so on, these figurative examples would

naturally be attached to the end of the section they belong to and

the author’s intention would be clear. I hasten to add that in most

cases the sense of the head as being the controlling agent is the one

required and that the idea of preeminence seems to me to be quite unsuit-

able, and that there are still cases where kefalhv can be understood,

as in the Septuagint, in its transferred sense of head or leader.

Once again, thank you for sending me the article. I shall file it

in the hope that one day we will be able to embark on a more thor-

ough revision of the lexicon.

YOURS SINCERELY,

PETER GLARE 79

This must be counted a significant statement because it comes from

someone who, because of his position and scholarly reputation, could

rightly be called the preeminent Greek lexicographer in the world.

2. Other recent evidence. The book to which Glare refers also provides

evidence for the meaning “end point” and not “source” for kefalhv—
namely, John Chadwick’s Lexicographica Graeca: Contributions to the

Lexicography of Ancient Greek.80 Chadwick, who before his recent death

was a member of the Faculty of Classics at the University of

Cambridge, says that his book “arose from working on the new sup-

plement to Liddell and Scott as a member of the British Academy’s

Committee appointed to supervise the project” (p. v). He says, “kephal∑
can mean simply either extremity of a linear object” (p. 181) and then quotes

the two examples where it can refer to either end of a river (what we
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would call its “source” or its “mouth”). He then says the same variety

of usage is found with Greek arch∑, which can mean either “beginning”

or “end.” He explains, “in English a rope has two ends, in Greek two

archai” (p. 181). Returning to kephal∑, he mentions the quotation about

Zeus from the Orphic Fragments 21a and says, “On the same principle

as the rivers, it may also mean the starting point.”81

This analysis from Chadwick is consistent with the methodologi-

cal warning that I cited from him early in this article, a warning that is

relevant for the few examples where the sense of kefalhv is unclear

from the immediate context. It may be tempting to allow the meaning

“source” in such examples, even though the context does not require

it, but Chadwick says:

A constant problem to guard against is the proliferation of mean-

ings. . . . It is often tempting to create a new sense to accommo-

date a difficult example, but we must always ask first, if there is any

other way of taking the word which would allow us to assign the

example to an already established sense. . . . As I have remarked in

several of my notes, there may be no reason why a proposed sense

should not exist, but is there any reason why it must exist?82

This does not mean that it is impossible that some persuasive

examples of kefalhv meaning “source” when used metaphorically of a

person could turn up sometime in the future. If someone turns up new

examples in the future, we will have to examine them at that point, to

ask first whether they really mean “source,” and second, whether they

mean “source” with no sense of authority (which would be necessary

for the egalitarian understanding of Ephesians 5:23). But Chadwick’s

warning does mean that our wisest course with a few ambiguous

examples at the present time is to assign to them already established

meanings if it is possible to do so without doing violence to the text in

question. In the case of kefalhv, the meanings “authority over” and

“beginning” will fit all the ambiguous texts where “source” has been

claimed as a meaning, and therefore (according to Chadwick’s princi-

ple) we should not claim the meaning “source” when it is not neces-

sary in any text and not an “already established sense.”
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Another analysis of kefalhv from the perspective of modern lin-

guistic principles is found in Max Turner, “Modern Linguistics and the

New Testament,” in Hearing the New Testament.83 Turner, who is

Director of Research and Senior Lecturer in New Testament at

London Bible College, analyzes the texts where the meaning “source”

has been claimed and shows that other, established senses are prefer-

able in each case. He says that the meaning “source,” as claimed by

some, “is not recognized by the lexicons, and we should consider it lin-

guistically unsound” (p. 167, italics added).

Finally, the primary lexicon for New Testament Greek, the

Bauer-Arndt-Gingrich-Danker Greek-English Lexicon of the New

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature,84 has now been replaced

by a new, completely revised third edition, based on the sixth German

edition. Due to the extensive work of Frederick W. Danker, this third

edition is known as the Bauer-Danker-Arndt-Gingrich Lexicon, as

announced at the 1999 Society of Biblical Literature meeting in

Boston. In that new lexicon the entry for kefalhv includes these

meanings: “a being of high status, head, fig. 2a. In the case of living

beings, to denote superior rank. . . . 2b. Of things, the uppermost part,

extremity, end point.”(p. 542). No mention is made of the meaning

“source.”

3. Is there any dispute in the lexicons about the meaning of kefalhv?
Where does this leave us with regard to the dispute over kefalh in the

ancient world? Up to this time, Liddell-Scott was the only Greek-

English lexicon that even mentioned the possibility of the meaning

“source” for kefalhv.85 All the other standard Greek-English lexicons

for the New Testament gave meanings such as “leader, ruler, person in

authority” and made no mention of the meaning “source” (see BAGD,
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430; Louw-Nida, 1:739; also the older lexicons by Thayer, 345, and

Craemer, 354; also TDNT, 3:363-372; as well as the sixth German edi-

tion of Walter Bauer, Griechisch-deutsches Wörterbuch,86 874-875; and

most recently A Greek-English Lexicon of the Septuagint, edited by J. Lust,

E. Eynikel, and K. Hauspie,87 254; similarly, for the patristic period see

Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, 749, as cited above).

But now the editor of the only lexicon that mentioned the mean-

ing “source” in any connection says that kefalhv “does seem frequently

to denote leader or chief . . . and here it seems perverse to deny author-

ity” and that “The supposed sense ‘source’ of course does not exist.”

These recent developments therefore seem to indicate that there is

no “battle of the lexicons” over the meaning of kefalhv, but that the

authors and editors of all the English lexicons for ancient Greek now agree

(1) that the meaning “leader, chief, person in authority” clearly exists for

kefalhv, and (2) that the meaning “source” simply does not exist.

VIII. OTHER RECENT AUTHORS ON kefalhv

At the end of this treatment of kefalhv, it is appropriate to mention

some recent discussions in commentaries and articles. Among the com-

mentaries, most recent writers have agreed that the meaning “authority

over” is the correct sense of kefalhv when used in a metaphorical way

to refer to one person as the “head” of another or of others.88

Among articles published since my 1990 analysis of kefalhv, four

in particular deserve mention. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “kephal∑ in I

Corinthians 11:3,”89 thinks that the meaning “source” is appropriate in

some extra-biblical passages, but he sees the meaning “leader, ruler,
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89“kephal∑ in I Corinthians 11:3,” 52-59.



person in authority” as more frequent and thinks this is clearly the

sense in 1 Corinthians 11:3. After citing significant patristic testimony

to the meaning “leader, ruler” in this verse, Fitzmyer says,

Given such a traditional interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:3, one

will have to marshall cogent and convincing arguments to say that

Paul intended kephal∑ in that verse to mean “source” and not “one

having authority over.” Those who have claimed that “source” is

the meaning intended by Paul have offered no other argument

than their claim that kephal∑ would not have meant “ruler, leader,

one having authority over” in Paul’s day. The evidence brought

forth above shows that it was certainly possible for a Hellenistic

Jewish writer such as Paul to use the word in that sense. Hence,

their argument has collapsed, and the traditional understanding

has to be retained.90

Clinton E. Arnold, “Jesus Christ: ‘Head’ of the Church

(Colossians and Ephesians),”91 argues from first-century medical

understanding that “the medical writers describe the head not only as

the ruling part of the body, but also as the supply center of the body,”92

which makes sense of the idea of the body being nourished through the

head (as in Eph. 4:16) but in general supports the idea of “head” as

“authority.”

Gregory W. Dawes, The Body in Question: Meaning and Metaphor in

the Interpretation of Ephesians 5:21-33,93 has an entire chapter on “The

‘Head’ (kefalhv) Metaphor” (122-149), in which he concludes that in

Ephesians 1:22 and 5:22-24, the metaphor has the sense of “authority

over.” But in Ephesians 4:15 he thinks it conveys the sense of “source

of the body’s life and growth.”94 (He does not think the idea of author-

ity is absent from that usage either.) He thinks the metaphor in which

a person is spoken of as “head” is a live metaphor, and the sense has to

be determined from what first-century readers would normally have
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understood as the function of a literal head in relation to the body. He

thinks the idea of leadership and control was clearly understood, and

the idea of nourishment and provision was also understood.

Andrew Perriman, “The Head of a Woman: The Meaning of

kefalhv in 1 Cor. 11:3,”95 argues that the meaning is “that which is

most prominent, foremost, uppermost, preeminent.” He raises several

helpful objections against the meaning “source,” but is less successful

in removing the sense of authority from several passages in which he

wants to see only “prominence,” a sense that is not attested in the lex-

icons and not really required in any of the cases we have examined.

Anthony Thiselton,96 in his massive and erudite recent commen-

tary, The First Epistle to the Corinthians,97 deals with kefalhv in his treat-

ment of 1 Corinthians 11:3. After an extensive review of the literature

and the comment that “The translation of this verse has caused more

personal agony and difficulty than any other in the epistle” (p. 811), he

rejects both the translation “source” and the translation “head” (which,

he says, has inevitable connotations of authority in current English).

He says, “In the end we are convinced by advocates of a third view, even

if barely” (p. 811)—namely, the idea of Perriman and Cervin that the

main idea is that of “synecdoche and preeminence, foremost, topmost

serving interactively as a metaphor drawn from the physiological head”

(p. 816).98 So Thiselton translates 1 Corinthians 11:3:

However, I want you to understand that while Christ is preeminent (or

head? source?) in relation to man, man is foremost (or head? source)

[sic] in relation to woman, and God is preeminent (or head? source?)

in relation to Christ. (p. 800).

His argument is that “head” (kefalhv) is a “live metaphor” for

Paul’s readers, and therefore it refers to a “polymorphous concept,” and

that the word here has “multiple meanings” (p. 811). Since the actual
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physical head of a person is what is most prominent or recognizable

about a person, the metaphor of “head,” Thiselton thinks, would con-

vey “the notion of prominence; i.e., the most conspicuous or topmost

manifestation of that for which the term also functions as synecdoche for

the whole” (p. 821).

What is surprising, even remarkable, about Thiselton’s treatment

is that after his extensive reporting of material on kefalhv in articles and

lexicons, in the end he (like Cervin and Perriman before him) advo-

cates a meaning for kefalhv that is found in no Greek lexicon at all.

Surely everyone would agree that in ordinary human experience a per-

son’s head is one prominent and visible part of the person (though one

might argue that one’s “face” is more prominent than the head gener-

ally); but in any case that does not prove that the word kefalhv would

have been used as a metaphor for “prominent part” in ancient Greek.

Surely if such a meaning were evident in any ancient texts, we could

expect some major lexicons to list it as a recognized meaning. Or else

we should expect Thiselton to produce some ancient texts where the

sense of “prominence” absent any idea of authority is clearly demonstrated.

But we find neither.

And we suspect that there is something strange about a translation

that cannot translate a simple noun meaning “head” with another

noun (like “authority over” or even “source”) but must resort to the

convoluted and rather vague adjectival phrases, “prominent in relation

to” and then “foremost in relation to.”99 Such phrases do not allow

readers to notice the fact that even if Thiselton tried to translate the

noun kefalhv with a noun phrase representing his idea (for example,

an expression like “prominent part”), it would produce the nonsensi-

cal statements, “Christ is the prominent part of man,” “the man is the

prominent part of the woman,” and “God is the prominent part of

Christ.” Once we render Thiselton’s idea in this bare-faced way, par-

allel to the way we would say that “the head is the prominent part of

the body,” the supposed connection with our physical heads and bod-

ies falls apart, for while the head is a part of our physical body, a man is

surely not a “part of a woman,” nor is God a “part of Christ.”
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Moreover, while Thiselton rightly notes that metaphors usually

carry multiple layers of meaning in any language, that is not true of his

translation. The Greek text contains a metaphor of the head in relation

to the body. But Thiselton “translates” not the mere word but the

metaphor itself in a way that renders only one component of meaning

(or what he claims is one component of meaning), yet he himself had

said that the metaphor has “multiple meanings.” In his rendering, there

is no metaphor left for English readers, and no opportunity even to

consider multiple meanings. But he says he cannot translate it simply

as “head” because “in English-speaking contexts ‘the head’ almost

always implies leadership and authority” (p. 817).

In fact, Thiselton’s translation “preeminent” creates more prob-

lems than it solves, because it imports a wrongful kind of male superi-

ority into the text. To be “preeminent” means to be “superior to or

notable above all others; outstanding” (American Heritage Dictionary,

1997 edition, 1427). Does the Bible really teach that the man is “supe-

rior to” the woman? Or “notable above the woman”? Or “outstanding

in comparison to the woman”? All of these senses carry objectionable

connotations of male superiority, connotations that deny our equality

in the image of God. And, when applied to the Father and the Son in

the Trinity, they carry wrongful implications of the inferiority of the

Son to the Father.

Perhaps a realization of the objectionable connotations of male

superiority in the word “preeminent” made Thiselton unable even 

to use it consistently in translating kefalhv in his rendering of 

1 Corinthians 11:3:

However, I want you to understand that while Christ is preemi-

nent (or head? source?) in relation to man, man is foremost (or

head? source) [sic] in relation to woman, and God is preeminent

(or head? source?) in relation to Christ. (800)

But now what is gained by substituting the word “foremost”? Paul

certainly cannot be speaking of location (as if a man always stands in

front of a woman), for that would make no sense in this context. That

leaves the sense “ahead of all others, especially in position or rank”

(American Heritage Dictionary, 711). But if it means “the man is ahead of

the woman in position or rank,” then how has Thiselton avoided the
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sense of authority, except by cautious circumlocution that confuses

more than clarifies?

Perhaps most telling of all is the fact that the one idea that

Thiselton labors so long to avoid, the idea of one person having author-

ity over another, is the one idea that is present in every ancient example

of the construction that takes the form “Person A is the head of person

or persons B.” No counterexamples have ever been produced, so far as

I am aware. It may be useful at this point to remind ourselves of what

the ancient evidence actually says. Here are several examples:

1. David as King of Israel is called the “head” of the people he

conquered (2 Sam. 22:44 [LXX 2 Kings 22:44]: “You shall keep me

as the head of the Gentiles; a people which I knew not served me”;

similarly, Psalm 18:43 (LXX 17:43).

2. The leaders of the tribes of Israel are called “heads” of the

tribes (1 Kings [LXX 3 Kings] 8:1 (Alexandrinus text): “Then

Solomon assembled the elders of Israel and all the heads of the

tribes” (similar statements in Aquila, Deut. 5:23; 29:9(10); 1 Kings

[LXX 3 Kings] 8:1).

3. Jephthah becomes the “head” of the people of Gilead (Judg.

11:11, “the people made him head and leader over them”; also

stated in 10:18; 11:8-9).

4. Pekah the son of Remaliah is the head of Samaria (Isa. 7:9,

“the head of Samaria is the son of Remaliah”).

5. The father is the head of the family (Hermas, Similitudes 7.3;

the man is called “the head of the house”).

6. The husband is the “head” of the wife (Eph. 5:23, “the hus-

band is head of the wife even as Christ is head of the church”; com-

pare similar statements found several times in Chrysostom as

quoted above).

7. Christ is the “head” of the church (Col. 1:18, “He is the head

of the body, the church”; also in Eph. 5:23).

8. Christ is the “head” of all things (Eph. 1:22, “He put all

things under his feet and gave him as head over all things to the

church”).

9. God the Father is the “head” of Christ (1 Cor. 11:3, “the head

of Christ is God”).

In related statements using not metaphors but closely related sim-

iles, (1) the general of an army is said to be “like the head”: Plutarch,

Pelopidas 2.1.3: In an army, “the light-armed troops are like the hands,
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the cavalry like the feet, the line of men-at-arms itself like chest and

breastplate, and the general is like the head.” Similarly, (2) the Roman

Emperor is called the “head” of the people in Plutarch, Galba 4.3:

“Vindix . . . wrote to Galba inviting him to assume the imperial power,

and thus to serve what was a vigorous body in need of a head” (com-

pare a related statement in Plutarch, Cicero 14.4). And (3) the King of

Egypt is called “head” of the nation in Philo, Moses 2.30: “As the head is

the ruling place in the living body, so Ptolemy became among kings.”

Then there are the additional citations from Chrysostom quoted

earlier in this article, where (1) God is the “head” of Christ; (2) Christ

is the “head” of the church; (3) the husband is the “head” of the wife;

(4) Christ is the “head” of all things; (5) church leaders are the “head”

of the church; and (6) a woman is the “head” of her maidservant. In all

six of these cases, as we noted, he uses language of rulership and

authority to explain the role of the “head” and uses language of sub-

mission and obedience to describe the role of the “body.”100

In addition, there are several statements from various authors

indicating a common understanding that the physical head functioned

as the “ruling” part of the body: (1) Plato says that the head “reigns over

all the parts within us” (Timaeus 44.D). (2) Philo says, “the head is the

ruling place in the living body” (Moses 2:30), and “the mind is head and

ruler of the sense-faculty in us” (Moses 2.82), and “‘Head’ we interpret

allegorically to mean the ruling part of the soul” (On Dreams 2.207),

and “Nature conferred the sovereignty of the body on the head” (The

Special Laws 184). (3) Plutarch says, “We affectionately call a person

‘soul’ or ‘head’ from his ruling parts” (Table Talk 7.7 [692.e.1]). Clint

Arnold and Gregory Dawes, in the studies mentioned above, adduce

other examples of the physical head seen as ruling or controlling the

body in ancient literature. Though they find examples where the head

or the brain are seen as the source of something as well, they do not

claim that these examples can be understood to deny a simultaneous

ruling or governing function to the physical head. If the physical head

was seen as a source of something like nourishment, it also surely was

seen to have control and governance over the physical body.

Regarding “head” as applied metaphorically to persons, to my

knowledge no one has yet produced one text in ancient Greek litera-
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ture (from the eighth century B.C. to the fourth century A.D.) where a

person is called the kefalhv (“head”) of another person or group and

that person is not the one in authority over that other person or group. The

alleged meaning “prominent without authority,” like the meaning

“source without authority,” now sixteen years after the publication of

my 1985 study of 2,336 examples of kefalhv, has still not been sup-

ported with any citation of any text in ancient Greek literature. Over

fifty examples of kefalhv meaning “ruler, authority over” have been

found, but no examples of the meaning of “source without authority.”

Of course, I would agree with Thiselton that in all of these cases

the person who is “head” is also “prominent” in some sense. That is

because some sense of prominence accompanies the existence of lead-

ership or authority. And that overtone or connotation is not lost in

English if we translate kefalhv as “head,” for in English the “head

coach” or the “head of the company” or the “head of the household”

has some prominence as well. But why must we try to avoid the one

meaning that is represented in all the lexicons and is unmistakably

present in every instance of this kind of construction, the idea of

authority? One cannot prove that this great effort to avoid the idea of

authority is due to the fact that male authority in marriage is

immensely unpopular in much of modern culture, but we cannot help

but note that it is in this current historical context that such efforts

repeatedly occur.

In short, Thiselton has advocated a meaning that is unattested in

any lexicon and unproven by any new evidence. It fails fundamentally

in explaining the metaphor because it avoids the idea of authority, the

one component of meaning that is present in every ancient example of

kefalhv that takes the form, “person A is the head of person(s) B.”

Finally, some treatments of kefalhv in egalitarian literature deserve

mention. Several treatments have been remarkably one-sided, partic-

ularly in their habit of failing even to mention significant literature on

another side of this question.101 Grace Ying May and Hyunhye

Pokrifka Joe in a 1997 article, “Setting the Record Straight,” say, “the

word translated ‘head’ in Corinthians and Ephesians does not suggest

male authority over women. . . . Paul . . . defines ‘head’ (kephal∑ in
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Greek) as the ‘origin’ of beings.”102 More remarkable is an article by

Judy Brown, professor of church ministries at Central Bible College,

Springfield, Missouri. Writing in the fall of 1999, Brown says of

Ephesians 5:23, “the only thing that matters is the meaning of ‘head’ in

first-century Greek, the language of Paul’s letter. The evidence is over-

whelming that the word meant ‘source, supply’ as in the ‘fountainhead

or headwaters of a stream or river.’”103 Rebecca Groothuis in Good

News for Women ignores the most significant opposing literature in the

same way.104 However, not all egalitarian treatments have been one-

sided in the literature they mention. For example, Craig Keener, Paul,

Women, Wives,105 quotes significant treatments from both sides and says

that “authority” is a possible sense for kefalhv and thinks that would

have been the acceptable sense in the culture to which Paul wrote.106

We may hope that articles and commentaries written in the future

will take into account an increasing consensus in the major lexicons

that the meaning “authority over” is firmly established for kefalhv, and

that the meaning “source,” as Peter Glare says, “does not exist.”

IX. A NOTE ON ACCURACY IN ACADEMIC WORK

One final comment should be made about the widely influential arti-

cle on “head” with which we began. This article by Catherine Kroeger

in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, a major reference work, should be

troubling to those who care about accuracy in scholarly work. The arti-

cle is peppered with references to extra-biblical literature and therefore

gives the appearance of careful scholarship. But only someone with
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access to a major research library, the ability to translate extensive pas-

sages from untranslated ancient Greek literature, and many days free for

such research could ever have discovered that this is not careful schol-

arship. In fact, in several sections its disregard of facts is so egregious that

it fails even to meet fundamental requirements of truthfulness.

With respect to patristic material, the striking new quotation that

she said was from Chrysostom does not exist. Her claims for the mean-

ing of kefalhv in Chrysostom are proven false by numerous statements

in Chrysostom’s writings. The other patristic references that she cites

either give clear support to the meaning “leader, authority over” or else

are ambiguous. She fails to mention that Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon,

on the page on which several of her references are found, does not give

the meaning “source,” which she claims for kefalhv. She also fails to

mention that the meaning “chief, superior” or its equivalent occurs five

times on that same page as the primary metaphorical meaning that

attaches to kefalhv when it is used of persons.

With respect to classical Greek material, of the fourteen sources

she cites to prove “the classical view of head as source,” four do not

even contain the term kefalhv. Of the remaining ten, only three are

from the pre-New Testament “classical” period in Greek. No dates

were provided for any references, some of which came from the third,

fifth, and even ninth century A.D. Several references were cited in such

obscure ways that they took literally days to locate. Six of the references

repeat the same sentence about Zeus, in which Zeus is seen as the

“beginning” or “first in a series,” but not as the “source.” Two of the

references actually speak of “head” as “leader, one in authority.” Several

of the sentences use kefalhv with ajrchv, but the ambiguity of ajrchv
makes them inconclusive as evidence, and the clear use of ajrchv in
Chrysostom and others to mean “ruler” suggests this as a possible

meaning in the ambiguous texts as well. In sum, no evidence clearly

demonstrated the meaning “source,” and several pieces of evidence

argued against it.

In terms of accuracy with sources, only fourteen of the twenty-

four references cited were both accurate citations and contained the

word kefalhv, “head.”

Then in her 1998 response to all of these concerns about accuracy,

rather than correcting these errors, Dr. Kroeger gave yet another cita-

tion from Chrysostom that, when checked, showed that she had omit-

ted contrary evidence that was at the beginning, middle, and end of the
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very passage she cited. Sadly, this is not the first time concerns have been

raised about the trustworthiness of materials written by this author.107

People who read reference books have a right to expect that they

will be basically trustworthy, and that where evidence is cited it will, if

checked, provide clear support for the points being claimed. When one

does check the evidence in an article and it turns out to be unreliable,

that undermines confidence in the trustworthiness of the author, edi-

tors, and publisher who have produced the work. Because this topic has

been so controversial, one would expect that those responsible for the

volume would have taken particular care to ensure accuracy. But did

anyone check any of this evidence? Did any editor at IVP?108

Yet the primary responsibility for this article rests with Dr. Kroeger,

and the article is troubling at its core, not only for what it claims, but for

the model of scholarly work that it puts forth. The scholarly task is an

exciting one, especially in the area of biblical studies. But it is too large

for any one person, and scholarship can be advanced in a helpful way

when we are able to read and benefit from one another’s work. Even

when we disagree with the conclusions of an article, we should be able

to expect that the citations of evidence are fundamentally reliable.

But the lack of care in the use of evidence as manifested in this article,

if followed by others, would throw the scholarly process into decline. We

would wonder if we could trust anything that was claimed by anyone else

unless we checked the original data for ourselves. For most topics there

would never be time to do this, and thus all the gains of scholarship in our

major reference books would no longer be useful, for neither scholars nor

laypersons would know if any reference works could be trusted.

Such a threat to the trustworthiness of facts cited in academic arti-

cles and reference books is a far more serious matter than the meaning

of an individual Greek word, even a word as important as kefalhv. We

may differ for our whole lives on the interpretation of facts, for that is the

nature of the scholarly task. But if our citations of the facts themselves

cannot be trusted, then the foundations are destroyed.
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THE HISTORICAL NOVELTY OF

EGALITARIAN INTERPRETATIONS

OF EPHESIANS 5:21-22

Danie l  Doriani1

R

INTRODUCTION

Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit to your

husbands as to the Lord.

—EPH. 5:21-22

For over eighteen centuries the church was confident that it under-

stood this and other biblical texts central to the Christian concept of

marriage and gender relations. The church’s leading pastors, theolo-

gians, and exegetes held that Ephesians 5 taught mutuality and service

within the structure given by the leadership of a husband and father.

The church judged Ephesians 5 and other passages, such as Genesis 2

and 1 Timothy 2, difficult to perform perhaps, but not difficult to

understand.

A handful of Christians began to question this consensus in the

1800s, but the onslaught began with the onset of feminism a few

decades ago. As it often does, the church started to echo a new cultural

movement by adopting the questions and sensibilities of feminism,

about a decade after its arrival. Theologians then began to read teach-

ings about submission and leadership in new ways. Not surprisingly,

1I received research assistance from Bryan Stewart, M.Div., Covenant Seminary, Ph.D. candi-
date, University of Virginia, and from David Speakman, a current M.Div. candidate at
Covenant.



feminist interpretations of Ephesians 5 started to appear in commen-

taries around 1970.2 This chapter presents the church’s mainstream of

interpretation of Ephesians 5, especially regarding the question of

mutual submission, describes the novel interpretations that arose in

recent years, and briefly responds to them.

THE INTERPRETIVE ISSUES REGARDING EPHESIANS 5

Ephesians 5 is foundational for understanding the quality and structure

of marriage and for understanding male-female relations in the family

and in society. It has long been a pillar for the traditional theological

teaching about the roles of men and women. It says plainly that wives

should submit to their husbands and that a husband is the head of his

wife (5:22-23).

Because Ephesians 5 appears so obviously to contradict their views,

feminist interpreters are obligated to attend to it. Unless they are will-

ing to renounce their feminism, evangelical feminists must argue that

despite its apparent clarity, Ephesians 5 fails to endorse male headship

and perhaps even undermines it. As uncomplicated and sweeping as

Ephesians 5 seems to be in its promotion of male leadership, it is nei-

ther, says the evangelical feminist, and so it cannot be taken at face

value. It is noteworthy that critical scholars who feel no compunction

to heed the text commonly interpret Ephesians 5 the traditional way.

For example, Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza says, “The general injunc-

tion for all members of the Christian community, ‘Be subject to one

another in the fear of Christ,’ is clearly spelled out for the Christian

wife as requiring submission and inequality.”3

Evangelical feminist interpretations of Ephesians 5 may adopt four

types of argumentation:

1. Ephesians 5 has exegetical mysteries that make its teaching

unclear, and therefore unusable for either side of the gender

debate. They assert that the command to submit in 5:22 is ren-

dered unstable by the requirement of mutual submission in 5:21.
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Christian egalitarians also argue that the term “head” (5:23) is

unclear, since it may mean source or leader.4

2. Ephesians 5 presents a temporary injunction, adapted to local

conditions that no longer obtain, so that the teaching no longer

requires literal obedience.

3. The Bible does teach that women ought to be subordinate to

men, but the subordination of women to men is a consequence of

the curse. Since we should ever seek to reverse the effects of the

curse, the church should steadily strive to eradicate female subor-

dination.

4. Ephesians 5 does not support the traditional view at all.

Rather, when Paul commands Christians to “submit to one

another,” he abolishes authority structures in the family, forbid-

ding it even as a temporary measure. Ephesians 5:21 overrides or

trumps 5:22.5

Gilbert Bilezikian illustrates all four approaches to some degree. In

Beyond Sex Roles, Bilezikian declares, “Since mutual submission is the rule

for all believers, it also applies to all husbands and to all wives who are

believers.”6 As for Ephesians 5:21, the reciprocal pronoun “to one

another” changes everything. “‘Being subject to one another’ is a very dif-

ferent relationship from ‘being subject to the other.’”7 Regarding head-

ship, Bilezikian asserts that the headship of Christ means He is the

“fountainhead of life and growth” and that He takes “the servant role of

provider and reciprocity.” There is no New Testament text where

“Christ’s headship . . . connotes a relationship of authority,” nor is there

one “where a husband’s headship to his wife connotes a relationship of

authority.”8 Further, “Wives are never commanded to obey their husbands

or to submit to the authority of their husbands.” Submission to author-

ity is “so radical in its demands and so comprehensive in its scope that it
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causes ‘obedience to authority’ to pale into insignificance.” If husbands are

supposed to follow Christ’s example, it is not His power or authority they

are to imitate but “his humility . . . abnegation and . . . servant behavior.”9

Aida Spencer exemplifies argument 3, that woman’s subordination

is strictly a result of the Fall. In Beyond the Curse, Spencer said that for

the woman:

Her curse now was to be ruled, perversely to long for her husband

and he to rule over her. She would want to be dominated by her

husband and he would submit[!] to this desire. God does not

command Adam to rule or govern his wife. Rather the curse is

Eve’s. The ruling is a consequence of Eve’s longing and her fall.10

Originally, God intended Eve to be Adam’s equal—if not his supe-

rior.11 The ideal is mutual respect and partnership in marriage, parent-

ing, and ministry.12

Similarly, Gilbert Bilezikian says, “Male rulership was precipitated

by the fall as an element of the curse. . . . [It] is announced in the Bible

as the result of Satan’s work at the fall.”13 Further, “Where the curse had

predicted, ‘He shall rule over you’ the gospel orders that ‘husbands

should love their wives as their own bodies.’”14

Egalitarians commonly assert that Paul may require wives to sub-

mit to their husbands, but in a manner not so very different from the

mutual submission all Christians owe each other. That is, wives must

submit to their husbands, but husbands must also submit to their

wives, so that mutual submission, not authority, is the final word. This

is often assumed rather than argued. Gretchen Hull says that “when

both sexes are seen as equally human and equally redeemed . . . [they

are] equally free to practice the mutual submission commanded for all

believers by Ephesians 5:21. . . . The general admonition in verse 21 is

that all believers be mutually submissive . . . with each other.”15 In

informal settings, one can hear Christian feminists say, “I’ll submit to

my husband if he also submits to me.”
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Bilezikian, Spencer, and Hull are widely known, but pride of place

among egalitarian interpreters of Scripture goes to Craig Keener, an

erudite and gracious scholar. In Paul, Women & Wives, Keener has com-

posed a thorough feminist interpretation of Ephesians 5.16 Why, he

asks, does Paul, “who calls for mutual submission, deal more explicitly

with the submission of wives than with that of husbands?” Keener

answers, “Because he was smart.”17

Keener explains that the Roman aristocracy lived in fear of “the

upward mobility of socially inferior elements, such as former slaves,

foreigners, and women.” Further, the aristocrats viewed foreign reli-

gions as agents in the “subversion of the appropriate moral order.”

Since they opposed foreign cults, including Judaism and Christianity,

and since they feared the “increase of women’s social power,” it was

essential that Christianity demonstrate its “lack of subversiveness” by

avoiding radical challenges to “Roman social structures.”18 In other

words, Paul’s instructions are a temporary measure, designed to make

Christianity inoffensive (argument #2).

Yet, Keener continues, Paul’s ethics are “more revolutionary than

they appear.” It is noteworthy that Paul even addresses women.19

Further, Paul does not command women to obey, nor does he order

men to rule.20 Rather, he requires husbands to love, which is nothing

more than he requires of all Christians. When he calls wives to submit,

this is no more than “a particular example of the submission of all

believers to one another” from Ephesians 5:21, “the kind that Christian

husbands . . . also need to render to their wives”21 (argument #4).

Further, unlike his Jewish and Greek contemporaries, Paul does not

ascribe moral or spiritual inferiority to women.22

Though Keener cites Plutarch’s gentle advice that husbands and

wives should live in “harmonious consent,” he claims Paul’s exhorta-

tions are “quite weak by ancient standards.”23 Having discussed ame-

liorating cultural considerations, Keener is prepared to overturn the

historic Christian interpretation of Ephesians 5.
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Keener is well aware of the complementarian interpretation of

Ephesians that would best incorporate his cultural insights. He knows

that Paul might mean that “wives should always submit,” whereas

“husbands should submit only in the sense that they lovingly look out

for their wives’ interests.” He knows the strongest complementarian

interpretation of Ephesians 5:21-22. Paul’s summons to mutual sub-

mission could mean that “all Christians should submit to one another,

but they should submit in different ways, as detailed in his list of duties

in 5:22—6:9.” Indeed, most of the church has seen it just that way. But

for Keener, Paul’s summons to mutual submission rules that out. Paul

“subordinates wives so weakly, and emphasizes mutuality so strongly,

that it is difficult to believe that he is arguing for their transcultural sub-

ordination.”24

Keener continues, “Paul is responding to a specific cultural issue

for the sake of the gospel, and his words should not be taken at face

value in all cultures.” Paul only asked women “in his day” to conform

“to the general social ideal without fighting it.”25 But the call to sub-

mission no longer obtains today. Keener asserts that the key, in moving

from then to now, is to note that Paul also assumes slavery in Ephesians

and commands slaves to submit to masters. If that command is passé,

then so is the command to wives.26

To isolate the essential argument, Keener says the command,

“Wives, submit to your husbands” cannot be taken at face value because

it appears with similar instructions regarding slavery. If the instructions

regarding slavery do not hold, then neither do those regarding mar-

riage.27 Keener’s reliance on an analogy between marriage and slavery

fails because God instituted marriage before the Fall, whereas mankind

instituted slavery after it. Ever a tragic estate, Scripture acknowledges,

then regulates and mitigates the evils of slavery. No wonder, then, that

commands about slavery are temporary. But God instituted marriage.

It is good in itself, and so we may not assume its regulations are tem-

porary. Indeed, when Keener judges them temporary, he assumes what

is to be proved, and so his argument is invalid. Worse, he ignores the

teaching about parent-child relations, though the texts are closer to
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each other than those on marriage and slavery. No one argues that

parental authority is passé, and the analogy between marriage and par-

enthood is closer than the analogy between marriage and slavery.

But my primary task is to show that the current feminist interpre-

tation of mutual submission in Ephesians 5 is novel in church history,

not that it is false. To the evidence we turn.

OVERVIEW OF THE TEXT AND ITS INTERPRETATION

Before we proceed, for the sake of accuracy, some grammatical features

of Ephesians 5 should be explained. Though we will often speak of the

imperatives or commands of Ephesians 5:21-22, the verbs in question

are, technically speaking, imperatival participles. Grammatically, the

phrase “submit to one another” is the last of five participles that depend

on the imperative “be filled with the Spirit” in 5:18b. Literally Paul says,

“Be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another with psalms, hymns

and spiritual songs, singing and making music in your heart to the Lord,

always giving thanks to God the Father for everything . . . submitting to one

another out of reverence for Christ . . . wives . . . to your husbands as to

the Lord.” (5:19-22). The phrase “submitting to one another” functions

as an imperative in 5:21, and that functional imperative is borrowed by

5:22. The phrase “submitting to one another” therefore is both the last

thought on the Spirit-filled life and the first thought on a spiritual

household. There is no significant debate about these points.28

Instead, interpreters focus on the unusual object of the verb “sub-

mit”—“to one another.”29 It is unusual because the object of “submit”

(Greek hypotassø) is ordinarily some authority, such as God, the Law,

husbands, masters, or kings. Ordinarily it is clear that one person bows

to the will or decree of someone in authority. In all uses other than the

one being considered, “submit” is one-directional. A person who is

lower in rank, age, position, or power yields to one with greater rank or

power. What then does “submit to one another” mean? How can hus-

band and wife both submit to the other? We seem to have an oxymoron.

This unusual object “one another” can be interpreted in three

ways. Option #1: Believers should submit to whatever authority is

over them. On this view, the command to submit to each other does

not mean everyone submits to everyone, thereby annulling all author-
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ity relationships. Rather, the passage tells the congregation as a whole

that each member should yield in all relationships where someone has

some authority over him or her.

Option #2: The command to submit to one another spells the end

of all divinely ordered authority relationships. One person or group

may, by mutual agreement, cede authority to another for the sake of

convenience, but no one has the right to exercise authority over any-

one else.

Option #3: Paul is altering the meaning of submission. He means

that the Ephesians should yield to the needs of others and serve them in

self-sacrificial love, not that they literally submit to each other’s orders.

Almost all parties agree that Ephesians 5 at least partially redefines

the meaning of submission in marriage. But in recent years advocates

of the traditional view of Ephesians 5 have also defended option #1.

They point out that in all other New Testament uses, “submit” means

to yield to authority. They show that the Greek term allelois, translated

“to one another,” may or may not indicate full reciprocity, depending

on the context.30 So, they say, Paul means that all Christians should

submit to those who have authority over them, according to God-

ordained role relationships. That is, they should submit whenever sub-

mission is relevant. This argument has much to commend it, and I

adhere to it, but we must note that it does not have a centuries-old

pedigree either.31

In the past, exegetes and theologians were content to make two

statements and let them stand side by side without lengthy explanation.

We may plausibly surmise that they had the liberty to do so because

they hardly had to defend the notion that God created an ordered soci-

ety where husbands had authority over their wives roughly as magis-

trates led the state, ministers of the Gospel led the church, and parents

led their children. They took married couples to have something quite

close to a relationship between equals, but they still believed godly hus-

bands led.

210 BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR MANHOOD AND WOMANHOOD

30Full reciprocity is in view in Philippians 2:3, “Consider others [one another] better than your-
selves,” and in Mark 9:50, “be at peace with each other.” But in Galatians 6:2, “Carry each other’s
burdens” does not mean “exchange burdens,” but that some should help others. Again
Revelation 6:4, “Men slay each other,” does not mean all murders are fully reciprocal, ending
in double death, but that some men kill others.
31See James Hurley, Man and Woman in Biblical Perspective (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan),
139ff. and Wayne Grudem, in note 6 for “Husbands and Wives as Analogues of Christ and the
Church” by George Knight, in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, eds. John Piper and
Wayne Grudem (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1991), 493-494.



COMMENTARIES ON EPHESIANS 5

As we begin, let us remember our duty to let historical sources be what

they are. We must realize that until the Reformation, there was very lit-

tle exegesis as we understand it today. Further, this question was not

controversial, and therefore sources are relatively slender.32 To my

knowledge, Augustine never comments on our question, and many

commentators are quite terse. Still, there is ample record that older the-

ologians adopted the traditional view.

Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215)

In perhaps the earliest recorded Christian remarks on women’s roles,

Clement of Alexandria said, “There is sameness” concerning the souls

of men and women, so that they can “attain to the same virtue.” Yet

women are “destined for child-bearing and housekeeping,” but not for

war or “manly work and toil.” Clement verified his view that the souls

of women are equal to men but that their roles are different from men

by citing 1 Corinthians 11:3, 8, 11 and Ephesians 5:21-29, essentially

without comment.33

John Chrysostom (345-407)

Chrysostom epitomizes the tendency of ancient, medieval, and

Reformation theologians to let the two imperatives of Ephesians

5:21-22 stand side by side without resolution. Thus he declared there

must be “an interchange of service and submission” between slave

and freeman, between master and slave, between friend and friend.

Christians should submit themselves to all, “as if all were their mas-

ters.”34 Yet in the next homily, Chrysostom said the husband is the

head and has “authority and forethought,” whereas the wife is the

body, so that her place is submission. He counseled men to seek “a

wife obedient unto thee” and to care for their wives as Christ does the

church.35
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Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

Much like Chrysostom, Aquinas said, “The relation of a husband to his

wife is, in a certain way, like that of a master to his servant, insofar as

the latter ought to be governed by the commands of his master.”36

Though husband and wife share a life, so that he is only like a lord, and

not literally one, a wife is still subject to her husband. Indeed, she is

“obedient to her husband as the church is subject to Christ,” for he is

her head. Beyond this, Aquinas essentially paraphrased Ephesians 5,

with parallel passages adduced. He urged husbands to follow the exam-

ple of Christ in loving their wives, sanctifying them and presenting

them pure to God.37 Few are more diligent than Aquinas at addressing

objections to his views, but it did not even occur to Aquinas that some-

one might think Paul advocated reciprocal leadership or role reversals.

Henry Bullinger (1504-1575)

The earliest reformers, busy restoring the foundations of theology, left

few remarks on Ephesians. But at last the Reformers brought us com-

mentary on Ephesians 5 by married men. Bullinger, the near contem-

porary of Zwingli in the Swiss Reformation, was one of the first to

write about Ephesians 5, in The Christen State of Matrimonye. Bullinger

viewed women’s subordination to men as a consequence of the Fall. Yet

he did not call for the abolition of male leadership. The Lord com-

manded wives “to obey their husbands.” He declared, “The husband

. . . is the wife’s head even as Christ is the head of the congregation.”38

John Calvin (1509-1564)

Calvin is one of the first commentators to note the strangeness of the

language of Ephesians. Calvin took the call to mutual submission to

mean that God’s children must “act for one another’s good . . . to serve

one another” and to remember that they “are joined together in one

mutual bond of charity.”39 That, said Calvin, is the sense of Ephesians

5. He continued:
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Now a man may think it strange . . . that he should say that we

ought to be subject to one another. For it does not seem fitting that

a father should be subject to his children, the husband to his wife,

or the magistrate to the people whom he governs or even that . . .

equal[s] . . . should be subject to one another.40

Calvin explained that Paul places all Christians under subjection.

So those “who are exalted in authority and glory above other men”

should see that they do not rule for their own sake, “but for the sake of

the common well-being.” For example, magistrates serve the state by

putting wise laws over citizens. They “serve in ruling,” as do fathers.

He viewed a husband’s subjection similarly:

Similarly between the husband and the wife. For is it not a sub-

jection that the husband supports the frailty of his wife, and is pru-

dent enough not to use rigor towards her, holding her as his

companion, and taking upon him a part of her burden both in sick-

ness and in health? Is that not a subjection?41

So Calvin held that men of every condition and rank are sub-

ject to one another. Yet he did not think the idea of submission

spells the end of authority structures. Rather, he believed Ephesians

5 “shows that there are certain orders among men.” There is uni-

versal submission among all men; nonetheless, “there is also a

greater subjection of the son to the father, of the wife to her hus-

band and of underlings to their superior.” Specifically, “although the

husband may be superior in authority,” yet he remains “under 

obligation to his wife” and is not free to lord it over her or act 

tyrannically.42

Our obligation, both to God’s authority structure and to His com-

mands for operating within them, is absolute. Husbands must still love

“dreadful and stubborn” wives. And “the vices that are in a man must

not hinder the subjection and obedience to him,” for rejection of a hus-

band’s authority is rejection of God’s authority.43
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William Perkins (1558-1602)

The English Puritans commented far more extensively on marriage

and its authority structure than any comparable group had done until

their time, more than any group until the twentieth century. We will

cite five representatives, from William Perkins to Richard Steele.

Perkins defined husbands in terms of their authority: “The hus-

band is he which hath authority over the wife.” He is “head over his

wife.” Perkins said husbands have three duties: to love their wives (cit-

ing Ephesians 5:25), to provide for them, and to honor them. Perkins’s

commentary can sound nearly contemporary. A husband renders

honor to his wife, Perkins said, by treating her as his companion, by

patiently bearing her infirmities, and “by suffering himself sometimes

to be admonished or advised by her” and leaving some matters to her

judgment. Wives have two duties. “The first is to submit herself to her

husband and to . . . reverence him as her head in all things [citing

Ephesians 5:22]. . . . The second duty is to be obedient to her husband

in all things.”44

Paul Bayne (?-1617)

Bayne said that Ephesians 5:21 did not teach “inferiors” their duty to

“superiors.” Rather, “it commandeth such a submission as all owe

interchangeably one to another. . . . The thing here laid down is this,

that the highest must shew submission toward the lowest.” He added,

“The superior must honor the inferior, as well as receive honor from

him.” Thus Bayne lamented the many superiors who hold their infe-

riors in contempt and refuse ever to alter their preferences to please

their servants.45 Still, Bayne took 5:22 at face value, requiring, in the

home, that wives show subjection to their husbands, as to the Lord, for

both “nature itself ” and “God’s ordinance” show that “man is the

head.” Bayne defined subjection as obedience to a husband’s com-

mands, receptiveness to his rebukes, and submission to his desires. He

chided women who have “no awe of their husbands” and refuse to sub-

mit to them with constant obedience.46
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Henry Smith (1560-1591)

Smith urged husbands to love their wives with a holy, hearty, and con-

stant love. Husbands and wives, he said, are partners “like two oars in

a boat.” But the wife is also “an under officer in his commonweal.”

Therefore she should be obedient and submit herself to her husband.47

William Gouge (1578-1653)

Gouge’s 180-page exposition of Ephesians 5:21—6:9 often probed the

proper structure and use of authority in marriage. First, he asserted, “It

is a general mutual duty appertaining to all Christians, to submit them-

selves one to another.” In explaining mutual submission, Gouge

understood “without question” that “inferiors” owe submission to

their “superiors” and that equals owe one another honor; but there is

“just question” whether superiors must submit themselves to their

inferiors.48 Gouge answered by distinguishing. “Subjection of rever-

ence” is the duty of inferiors, who must show respect to their leaders

by their speech, their deportment, and their ready obedience.

“Subjection of service” is the duty of every Christian “to do what good

he can to another.” By serving, magistrates submit to subjects, parents

submit to children, and husbands submit to wives. Authorities submit

when they see that God set them in their place “for the good of their

subjects,” not for their own honor.49

According to Gouge, all Christians must serve in their God-given

place. “A wife must yield a chaste, faithful, matrimonial subjection to

her husband.” The husband is the head of the wife. As head, he is

“more eminent and excellent,” and as head he governs, protects, pre-

serves, and provides for the body, his wife. A husband subjects himself

to his wife by fulfilling his role of leading-serving in love.50 This is a

man’s duty, and he must not abdicate it by yielding to a discontented

wife, nor abuse it by the selfish use of force.51 A wife must accept her

husband’s lead, even if she is sober and religious and he is a drunkard
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and a blasphemer.52 But a husband must exercise authority with a

Christlike love and sacrifice, so that he is easy to respect.53

Richard Steele (1629-1692)

Steele assumed that husbands are their wives’ spiritual heads.

Husbands, he said, should instruct their wives if ignorant, should

reprove their errors, and should seek to be a good example to them. Yet

husbands should yield to their wives’ reasonable requests54 and show

love by their “mild use” of authority. A wise husband will remember

“that though he be superior to his wife, yet . . . their souls are equal;

that she is to be treated as his companion; that he is not to rule her as

a king doth his subjects; that . . . she was not taken out of Adam’s head,

so neither out of his foot, but out of his side near his heart.” Therefore

he must be gentle, and neither abject nor magisterial.55

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)

Edwards faulted unkind, imperious husbands who treat their wives

“as if they were servants” and lay unreasonable restraints on them. Yet

he cited Ephesians 5:22 to show that wives should submit to their

husbands. He added, “The person who lightly violates these obliga-

tions will doubtless be treated as one who slights the authority of

God.”56

John Wesley (1703-1791)

Like many before him, Wesley noted Paul’s call to mutual submis-

sion in Ephesians 5:21 but could not see that it undercut the respon-

sibility of wives, children, and slaves to submit to husbands, parents,

and masters. The idea of Christians subjecting themselves to one

another is comprehensive. Still, Paul’s main message concerns sub-
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mission. Thus, “inferiors ought to do their duty, whatever their

superiors do.”57

Charles Hodge (1797-1878)

Hodge represents mainstream nineteenth-century American exegesis

and agreed with his forebears. Hodge acknowledged “the mutual

dependence of the sexes and their essential equality of nature.” Further,

a wife is “the companion and ministering angel to the husband.” Yet, he

said, a wife’s “obedience to her husband is to be regarded as part of her

obedience to the Lord.” It is a service rendered to Christ, and therefore

easy and light.58 Like a few others, Hodge wondered if wives should

permanently stand under their husbands’ authority. Hodge answered

that the command has “a foundation in nature.” Specifically, a husband

has a natural “eminency,” a superiority that does “enable and entitle him

to command. He is larger, stronger, bolder,” and therefore he leads.59

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

To summarize, traditional commentaries on Ephesians 5 typically pro-

ceed by reiterating the two main imperatives of Ephesians 5:21-22.

They affirm that all Christians should submit to each other (5:21). Yet

they take Ephesians 5:22-33 at face value, affirming that authority struc-

tures remain, so that wives must submit to husbands, children to par-

ents, and slaves to masters. Commentators do not hold the phrase

“Submit to one another” to require full mutuality. Traditional inter-

preters summon all Christians to a submissive spirit, so that each prefers

the good of the other, but they never say that husbands should submit

to their wives just as wives submit to their husbands. They let Ephesians

5:21 and 5:22 interpret each other. They say, “All Christians submit to

one another” and explain that Christians practice mutual submission

when wives submit to their husbands and husbands love their wives.

The history of the interpretation of Ephesians 5 shows that the

concept of mutual submission is not entirely novel; that language has

been used occasionally since the Reformation. But past theologians and
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exegetes defined mutual submission as a quality that modified rela-

tionships, not as a structure that defined relationships. “Submitting to

one another” meant serving and caring for others; it did not mean

handing authority to them. In prior centuries no one questioned that

husbands, fathers, masters, and magistrates must exercise a loving but

undeniable authority over their wives, children, servants, and subjects

respectively. Again, they judged Ephesians 5:21 and 5:22 to be mutu-

ally interpretive. In their view, the phrase “submitting to one another”

in 5:21 told leaders how to conduct themselves within the authority

structure described in 5:22—6:9. It is a historical novelty to assert that

mutual submission means husbands should submit to their wives just

as wives submit to their husbands.

In recent times, however, biblical feminists have adopted several

lines of argument in an attempt to show that the command “Wives, sub-

mit to your husbands” should not be taken at face value. Either 1) the

command is judged unclear, or 2) it is viewed as a temporary injunction,

or 3) it is viewed as a reversible element of the curse, or 4) the prior com-

mand, “Submit to one another,” is held to annul authority structures.

The fourth approach is perhaps most common. It operates, in the

final analysis, by pitting Ephesians 5:21 against 5:22. Mutual submis-

sion is judged the clear, general principle that becomes the ground for

critique of following sentences. Egalitarians reason as follows: Given

that “submit to one another” is the general principle standing over

Paul’s instruction for household relationships, no subsequent portion

can be contrary to it. Therefore, feminists say, the command “wives

submit” cannot be taken as a literal and permanent mandate since it

contradicts the ideal of mutual submission.

This approach has several flaws. First, it rejects the age-old wisdom

of the church. Second, it potentially undermines the orthodox view of

Scripture, since it reads imperatives in consecutive verses as if they are

irreconcilable. We do not charge our evangelical friends with denying

Scripture’s infallibility and authority, but playing text against text is

dangerous, and it happens elsewhere too. For example, feminist inter-

pretations of 1 Timothy 2:12 (“I do not permit a woman to teach or to

have authority over a man”) often dismantle the text by alleging 1) that

it contradicts the examples of women who engage in blessed ministry

(e.g., Deborah or Huldah) and 2) that it contradicts Paul’s general prin-

ciple that “There is neither . . . male nor female . . . in Christ Jesus”
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(Gal. 3:28). By playing text against text, feminists deny the permanence

of both Ephesians 5:22 and 1 Timothy 2:12.

Third, it uses erroneous patterns of interpretation. A leading prin-

ciple of interpretation says that texts by the same author must be

assumed to interpret, not contradict, each other. For example, the Old

Testament case laws regarding property offenses clarify the meaning of

the general principle, “You shall not steal” (Exod. 20:15). Some case

laws develop the eighth commandment in unexpected ways, but we

assume that they rightly develop the Law’s intent. Similarly, it may be

unexpected that Paul follows “submit to one another” with the com-

mand that wives submit to husbands, and yet we ought to assume that

it truly develops the first command’s original intent.60

Finally, the feminist interpretation proves too much. If the principle

of mutual submission annuls the command that wives should submit to

husbands, then logically it also nullifies the command that children

should obey their parents. Indeed, the underlying principle potentially

undermines authority structures at work, in the church, in schools, and

in the state as well. With good biblical warrant, theologians of the past

asserted that God ordained authorities in all these spheres for the good,

especially the good order of society.61 Of course, no one pushes the prin-

ciple of mutual submission to its end. No one thinks parents should tell

their young children, “It’s time for you to go to bed” and expect rejoin-

ders such as, “OK, but it’s time for you to go to bed too.” But if femi-

nists do not follow the idea of mutual submission to its conclusion, they

must explain why they follow it one time and not another.62

Readers surely recognize that I believe the traditional interpreta-

tion to be exegetically correct and theologically sound. The particular

purpose of this chapter is to show that the church thought the same

throughout the great bulk of its history. For over eighteen centuries the

church’s leaders believed that Ephesians 5 taught mutuality and service

within the leadership of a husband and father.
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THE MYTH OF MUTUAL

SUBMISSION AS AN

INTERPRETATION OF

EPHESIANS 5:21

Wayne Grudem

R

BACKGROUND

For nineteen centuries Christians understood without confusion the

plain words of Ephesians 5:22-24:

Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. . . . Now as the

church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to

their husbands.1

They also understood, for nineteen centuries, Colossians 3:18:

Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.

And they had no problem understanding Titus 2:5, where Paul

says that older women are to train young women to be “submissive to

their own husbands, that the word of God may not be reviled.”

1The word hypotassø, “be subject to” or “submit to,” is missing from some significant early
manuscripts of Ephesians 5:22, such as p46 and B. This makes little difference to the sense,
because if it is not there, it is the verb that Paul obviously intended readers to supply from verse
21 in any case, and the verb is found again in verse 24, “as the church submits to Christ, so also
wives should submit in everything to their husbands.”



Nor did they have trouble understanding 1 Peter 3:1:

Likewise, wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if some

do not obey the word, they may be won without a word by the conduct

of their wives.

But these verses became an embarrassment to many Christians as

feminism began to gain influence in the mid-twentieth century. How

could Paul dare to tell women to be submissive to their husbands? If

these submission verses were allowed to have their plain force today, it

would be impossible to support the egalitarian agenda of abolishing any

unique male leadership in marriage.

Then suddenly, in the second half of the twentieth century, egali-

tarians “discovered” a wonderful solution to these troublesome verses.2

Their solution was to claim “mutual submission”: Not only did wives

have to submit to their husbands, but husbands also had to submit to

their wives! The proof for this was seen one verse earlier, in Ephesians

5:21, “submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.”

And so egalitarians began to claim that Ephesians 5:22 did not

really teach any unique authority for the husband in a marriage,

because Ephesians 5:21 nullified that idea. Any submission in marriage

has to be mutual, and thus male headship in marriage evaporates.

For example, Gilbert Bilezikian says that Ephesians 5:21 teaches

“mutual submission.” He says that “‘Being subject to one another’ is a

very different relationship from ‘being subject to the other’ . . . by def-

inition, mutual submission rules out higher hierarchical differences.

Being subject to one another is only possible among equals. It is a

mutual (two-way) process that excludes the unilateral (one-way) sub-

ordination implicit in the concept of subjection without the reciprocal

pronoun. Mutual subjection suggests horizontal lines of interaction

among equals.”3

Rebecca Merrill Groothuis, to take another example, says, “The call

to mutual reciprocal submission in Eph. 5:21 establishes the framework

for the instructions to wives and husbands that follow.”4 She goes on to

say that wives “are to submit to their husbands in the same way that all
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4Good News for Women: A Biblical Picture of Gender Equality (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1997), 164.



believers are to submit to one another. This text is not advocating a uni-

lateral female submission to male authority. Rather, it is presenting the

submission of wives as one application of the basic principle of basic sub-

mission that is to be applied by all believers within the Body of Christ.”5

Sometimes egalitarians will say something like this: “Of course I

believe a wife should be subject to her husband. And a husband should

also be subject to his wife.” Or an egalitarian might say, “I will be sub-

ject to my husband as soon as he is subject to me.” And so, as egalitar-

ians understand Ephesians 5:21, it tells us that there is no difference in

roles between men and women. There is no unique leadership role for

the husband. There is simply “mutual submission.”6

But is this the correct understanding of Ephesians 5:21? Does it

really nullify all unique male leadership and male authority in marriage?

In the material that follows, I will attempt to show that the egalitarian

interpretation cannot be a correct understanding of Ephesians 5:21.

AN ACCEPTABLE SENSE OF MUTUAL SUBMISSION

I have to affirm at the outset that people can mean different things by

mutual submission. There is a sense of the phrase mutual submission that

is different from an egalitarian view and that does not nullify the hus-

band’s authority within marriage. If mutual submission means being

considerate of one another, and caring for one another’s needs, and

being thoughtful of one another, and sacrificing for one another, then

of course I would agree that mutual submission is a good thing.

However, egalitarians mean something so different by this phrase,

and they have used this phrase so often to nullify male authority within

marriage, that I think the expression “mutual submission” only leads

to confusion if we go on using it.7
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5Ibid., 164-165.
6In fact, our egalitarian friends have a journal called Mutuality, published by the organization
Christians for Biblical Equality.
7When the Southern Baptist Convention was debating its statement on marriage and the fam-
ily, I am told that there was a motion from the floor to add “mutual submission” to the state-
ment. Dorothy Patterson, a member of the drafting committee for the statement and one of the
original members of the Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, spoke against the
motion and explained how egalitarians have used it to deny any sense of male authority within
marriage. The motion was defeated, and appropriately so. If “mutual submission” had been
added to the Southern Baptist statement, in effect it would have torpedoed the whole statement,
because it would have watered it down so much that people from almost any position could
sign it, and it would have affirmed no unique male authority within marriage. (These events
were reported to me by friends who were present when the statement was being debated on the
floor of the Southern Baptist Convention in the summer of 1998.)



In previous generations some people did speak about “mutual sub-

mission,” but never in the sense in which egalitarians today understand

it. In his study of the history of the interpretation of Ephesians 5:21,

Daniel Doriani has demonstrated that a number of earlier writers

thought there was a kind of “mutual submission” taught in the verse,

but that such “submission” took very different forms for those in

authority and for those under authority. They took it to mean that those

in authority should govern wisely and with sacrificial concern for

those under their authority. But Doriani found no author in the his-

tory of the church prior to the advent of feminism in the last half of the

twentieth century who thought that “submitting to one another” in

Ephesians 5:21 nullified the authority of the husband within marriage.8

OBJECTIONS TO THE EGALITARIAN SENSE OF MUTUAL SUBMISSION

IN EPHESIANS 5:21

What exactly is wrong with understanding Ephesians 5:21 to teach

mutual submission? There are at least four reasons why I think this

understanding is incorrect:

(1) The following context specifies the kind of submission Paul has in mind:

Paul explains in the following context that wives are to be subject to

their husbands (Eph. 5:22-23), children are to be subject to their par-

ents (Eph. 6:1-3), and slaves (or bondservants) are to be subject to their

masters (Eph. 6:5-8). These relationships are never reversed. He does

not tell husbands to be subject to wives, or parents to be subject to their

children (thus nullifying all parental authority!), or masters to be sub-

ject to their servants.

In fact, Paul does not tell husbands and wives generally to be sub-

ject to each other, nor does he tell wives to be subject to other people’s

husbands! He says, “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord”

(Eph. 5:22).9

Therefore, what Paul has in mind is not a vague kind of mutual

submission where everybody is considerate and thoughtful to every-

body else, but a specific kind of submission to an authority: the wife is

subject to the authority of her own husband. Similarly, parents and

children aren’t told to practice mutual submission, but children are to

be subject to (to “obey”) their parents (Eph. 6:1-3), and servants are
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told to be subject to (to “obey”) their masters (Eph. 6:5-8). In each case,

the person in authority is not told to be subject to the one under

authority, but Paul wisely gives guidelines to regulate the use of author-

ity by husbands (who are to love their wives, Eph. 5:25-33), by parents

(who are not to provoke their children to anger, Eph. 6:4), and by mas-

ters (who are to give up threatening their servants and to remember

that they too serve Christ, Eph. 6:9). In no case is there mutual sub-

mission; in each case there is submission to authority and regulated use

of that authority.

And then Paul says that the kind of submission wives are to exer-

cise is like the submission of the church to Christ: “Now as the church

submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their

husbands” (Eph. 5:24). This is surely not a mutual submission, for the

church is subject to Christ’s authority in a way that Christ is not, and

never will be, subject to us.

This clear evidence in the context is why people didn’t see mutual

submission in Ephesians 5:21 until feminist pressures in our culture

led people to look for a way to avoid the force of Ephesians 5:22,

“Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord.” For centuries

no one thought mutual submission was there in Ephesians 5:21, for

they recognized that the verse teaches that we should all be subject to

those whom God has put in authority over us—such as husbands, par-

ents, or employers. In this way, Ephesians 5:21 was rightly understood

to mean, “being subject to one another (that is, some to others), in the fear

of Christ.”

(2) The absence of any command for husbands to submit to wives: There

is one more fact that egalitarians cannot explain well when they pro-

pose mutual submission as an understanding of this verse. They fail to

account for the fact that while wives are several times in the New

Testament told to be subject to their husbands (Eph. 5:22-24; Col. 3:18;

Titus 2:5; 1 Pet. 3:1-6), the situation is never reversed: Husbands are

never told to be subject to their wives. Why is this, if Paul wanted to teach

mutual submission?

The command that a husband should be subject to his wife would have

been startling in an ancient male-dominated culture. Therefore, if the

New Testament writers thought that Christian marriage required hus-

bands to submit to their wives, they would have had to say that very

clearly in their writings—otherwise, no early Christians would have

ever known that was what they should do! But nowhere do we find such
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a command. It is surprising that evangelical feminists can claim that the

New Testament teaches this when it is nowhere explicitly stated.

(3) The meaning of “be subject to” (hypotassø).

When we look at the word that Paul used when he said “submit-

ting to one another” in Ephesians 5:21, we find that this word (Greek

hypotassø) in the New Testament is always used for submission to an

authority. Here are some examples:

• Jesus was subject to the authority of His parents (Luke 2:51).

• Demons were “subject to” the disciples (Luke 10:17; it is clear

that the meaning “be considerate of, be thoughtful toward” cannot fit

here, for the demons were certainly not considerate of or thoughtful

toward the disciples!).

• Citizens are to be “subject to” the governing authorities (Rom.

13:1, 5; see also Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13).

• The universe is “in subjection” to Christ (1 Cor. 15:27; see also

Eph. 1:22).

• Angels and other spiritual beings have been “subjected to”

Christ (1 Pet. 3:22).

• Christ is “subjected to” God the Father (1 Cor. 15:28).

• Church members are to be “subject to” the elders in the church

(1 Pet. 5:510).

• Wives are told to “submit to” their husbands (Eph. 5:22, 24;

Col. 3:18; Titus 2:5; 1 Pet. 3:5).

• The church “submits to” Christ (Eph. 5:24).

• Servants are to be “submissive to” their masters (Titus 2:9; 1 Pet.

2:18).

• Christians are to be “subject to” God (Heb. 12:9; Jas. 4:7).

What this list should demonstrate clearly is that to be “subject to”

or “submissive to” someone in the sense that is signified by the word

hypotassø always means to be subject to the authority of that other person.

In all of these examples, there is no exception. The subjection is one-

directional, and the person who is under authority is subject to the per-

son who has authority over him or her. The relationships indicated by

the word hypotassø simply do not envision relationships where the
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10First Corinthians 16:15-16 should also be placed in this category, because it seems from 
1 Clement 42:4, a letter written from Clement of Rome to the church of Corinth in A.D. 95,
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sion to 1 Cor. 16:15 with the expression “first converts” (Greek aparch∑). Therefore, when Paul
tells the Corinthians to be “subject to” the household of Stephanas, he is telling them to be sub-
ject to those who were elders in Corinth.



authority is mutual, or where it is reciprocal, or where it is reversed. It

is only one-directional.

Egalitarians have to introduce some new sense for the word

hypotassø, a sense like “be thoughtful of, be considerate of (someone).”

These are good Christian virtues, and we surely should be considerate

of one another, but these are simply not what hypotassø means.11

(4) The lack of evidence for the egalitarian meaning of hypotassø: In all of this

controversy over roles for men and women, no one has yet produced any

examples in ancient Greek literature (either inside or outside the New

Testament) where hypotassø is applied to a relationship between persons

and where it does not carry the sense of being subject to an authority.

I have been asking a particular question in one form or another for

more than fifteen years now (since I first asked it in the plenary sessions

of the 1986 meetings of the Evangelical Theological Society in Atlanta,

Georgia), and I have not received an answer yet.12 The question is
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11With respect to persons, the BDAG lexicon gives the meanings: [active] “to cause to be in a
submissive relationship, to subject, to subordinate”; [passive] “become subject . . . subject one-
self, be subjected or subordinated, obey” (1042).

Some, such as Gilbert Bilezikian, claim that the meaning of hypotassø is changed when the
pronoun “to one another” (Greek all∑lous) is added to it. So Bilezikian says, “The addition . . .
of the reciprocal pronoun ‘to each other’ changes its meaning entirely,” 154.

How can he claim that the meaning is changed? He says, “There are several words in the
New Testament whose meaning is changed by the addition of the reciprocal pronoun all∑løn.
Thus, the verb for ‘steal’ becomes ‘deprive’ with the addition of the reciprocal pronoun, with-
out any idea of fraud (1 Cor. 7:5). Likewise, the verb for ‘worry’ becomes ‘care for each other’
with the reciprocal pronoun (12:25)” (288, n. 30).

However, his argument is incorrect for two reasons. First, the other examples he cites are
recognized, established meanings supported in the standard Greek lexicons. But his “change of
meaning” for hypotassø has no support in the lexicons. Second, his other examples are not par-
allel to the case of all∑lous. He fails to realize that what he calls a “change” of sense in 
1 Corinthians 7:5 is not due to the presence of the phrase “to one another” but rather to the fact
that it is a figurative usage of the word rather than a literal usage. It is the sense we would expect
to attach to a figurative usage of the word applied to marital rights rather than to literal stealing
of goods (see BDAG, 121). With regard to 1 Corinthians 12:25, Bilezikian’s statement is sim-
ply incorrect: The meaning is not “changed” by the presence of a reciprocal pronoun, but 1
Corinthians 12:25 is just one of several examples in the New Testament where the sense of mer-
imnaø is “to attend to, care for, be concerned about” (see BDAG, 632), and the other verses
where it has this sense do not have the reciprocal pronoun.
12Some people have sent me e-mails saying that the example I am asking for is found in
Ephesians 5:21, where hypotassø “obviously” means mutual submission and therefore it can’t
mean to be subject to an authority. Their claim simply shows that they have not understood the
question.

We are not free, in interpreting the Bible, to give a word any meaning we might think “fits.”
Words have established ranges of meanings that were familiar to native speakers of Greek in the
ancient world and that allowed them to understand one another (that is how all language func-
tions—speakers and hearers have in their minds shared meanings of thousands of words).
Those established meanings are what are listed in dictionaries (or “lexicons”) of ancient Greek.
I am simply asking for some evidence showing that “be considerate of” with no idea of sub-
mission to an authority was an established, shared meaning of hypotassø in the ancient world.
No one has produced any evidence.



addressed to our egalitarian friends, and the question is this: Why

should we assign to hypotassø in the New Testament a meaning (“defer

to” or “be considerate of, be thoughtful of ”) that it is nowhere attested

to have, and that no Greek lexicon has ever assigned to it, and that emp-

ties it of a meaning (one-directional submission to an authority) that it

always has when speaking of relationships between persons?

The question remains to be answered.

The Meaning of “One Another”

The Greek term translated “one another” (the word all∑lous) can have

two different meanings. Sometimes in the New Testament it means

something like “everyone to everyone,” as we see in verses such as John

13:34, “a new commandment I give to you, that you love one another.”

Everyone would agree that this means that all Christians are to love all

other Christians. It has the sense “everyone to everyone.”

But here is the crucial mistake made by egalitarians: They assume

that because all∑lous means “everyone to everyone” in some verses, it

must mean that in all verses. When they assume that, they simply have

not done their homework—they have not checked out the way the

word is used in many other contexts, where it doesn’t mean “everyone

to everyone,” but “some to others.”

For example, in Revelation 6:4 the rider on the red horse “was per-

mitted to take peace from the earth, so that men should slay one another.”

This does not mean that every person first got killed and then got back

up and killed the one who had murdered him! It simply means that

some killed others. Here the word all∑lous does not mean “everyone to

everyone” but “some to others.”

We see a similar example in Galatians 6:2, “bear one another’s bur-

dens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.” Here Paul does not mean that
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To claim (as these e-mail writers have claimed to me) that hypotassø means something in
Ephesians 5:21 that it nowhere meant at any other time or place in history would require 
(1) that Paul wrote a word with a new, secret meaning that Greek-speaking people had never
known before, and (2) that Paul expected that all the Christians in all the churches to which
the epistle to the Ephesians went would know this new, secret meaning and understand what
he meant, and (3) that they would know that he did not mean by hypotassø what all Greek
speakers everywhere had previously meant when they used it in conversation and even what
Paul himself meant by it in all his other writings, and (4) that all subsequent writers in over
1,900 years of church history have failed to discern this non-authoritative meaning for
hypotassø, and (5) that the meaning is now suddenly so “obvious” from the context that every-
one should see it.

People may believe such a position if they wish, but it will be for reasons other than 
evidence or facts.



everybody should switch burdens with everybody else, but only that

some who are more able should bear the burdens of others who are less

able to bear their burdens. And in 1 Corinthians 11:33 Paul says,

“When you come together to eat, wait for one another.” This does not

mean that those who come early should wait for those who are late and

those who are late should wait for those who are there early! It only

means that those who are early should wait for the others who are late.

Here again all∑lous means “some to others”—“some” are to wait for

“others.” The New Testament has many other examples of this type

(see Matt. 24:10; Luke 2:15; 12:1; 24:32; and so forth). In these verses

all∑lous means “some to others.”

Therefore, “submitting to one another” in Ephesians 5:21 can take

the sense “some be subject to others” if the context fits or requires this

meaning. And as we have seen above, the word translated “submitting

to” (Greek hypotassø) requires this sense, because it is never used to

speak of a reciprocal relationship between persons but always signifies

one-directional submission to an authority.

Therefore we can paraphrase Ephesians 5:21 as follows: “Be sub-

ject to others in the church who are in positions of authority over

you.”13

No idea of mutual submission is taught, then, in Ephesians 5:21.

The idea itself is self-contradictory if hypotassø means here (as it does

everywhere else) “be subject to an authority.”

The Meaning of Colossians 3:18, Titus 2:5, and 1 Peter 3:1

One other fact warns us that the egalitarian claim of mutual submis-

sion should not be used as a magic wand to wave away any claims of

male leadership in marriage: There is no statement about “submitting

to one another” in the context of Colossians 3:18, Titus 2:5, or 1 Peter

3:1. Yet, as we saw at the outset of this chapter, those verses also explic-

itly teach wives to be submissive to their husbands. And they say noth-

ing about husbands being submissive to their wives.

This leaves egalitarians in a dilemma. Nothing in these letters

would have even hinted to Paul’s original readers in Colosse or to Titus

and the church in Crete or to Peter’s readers in hundreds of churches

The Myth of Mutual Submission as an

Interpretation of Ephesians 5:21 229

13It is interesting that the King James Version showed an understanding of the sense of all∑lous
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that by phrases such as “one to another.”



in Asia Minor anything like the mutual submission that egalitarians

advocate. But that means (from an egalitarian standpoint) that these

three letters would have taught a wrong idea—the idea that wives

should submit to the authority of their husbands in marriage. Did the

letters of the apostles Paul and Peter then lead the church astray? Would

it have been sin for the original readers to obey the letters of Paul and

Peter and teach that wives should be subject to their husbands? This

would contradict our doctrine of Scripture as the inerrant, absolutely

authoritative Word of God.14

For all of these reasons, the egalitarian idea of mutual submission

in Ephesians 5:21 should be seen as merely a myth. It has no sound

basis in the text of Scripture.

PRACTICAL APPLICATION

With respect to your own churches, if you want to add a statement on

men and women in marriage to your governing document or publish

it as a policy statement (as did the Southern Baptist Convention and

Campus Crusade for Christ), and if in the process someone proposes

to add the phrase “mutual submission” to the document, I urge you

strongly not to agree to it. In the sense that egalitarians understand the

phrase “mutual submission,” the idea is found nowhere in Scripture,

and it actually nullifies the teaching of significant passages of

Scripture.

How then should we respond when people say they believe in

“mutual submission”? We need to find out what they mean by the

phrase, and if they do not wish to advocate an egalitarian view, we

need to see if we can suggest alternative wording that would speak to

their concerns more precisely. Some people who hold a fully com-

plementarian view of marriage do use the phrase “mutual submis-

sion” and intend it in a way that does not nullify male leadership in

marriage. I have found that some people who want to use this lan-
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14I agree, of course, that teachings in one part of the Bible can modify or refine our under-
standing of teachings in another part of the Bible. In this way the teachings of the different sec-
tions are complementary. But in the egalitarian claim that mutual submission nullifies a
husband’s authority and gives an entirely different sense to submission, we are talking not just
about a complementary teaching in another part of the Bible but about something that funda-
mentally denies and even contradicts the meaning of these verses in Colossians, Titus, and 1
Peter. Even if we were to grant Bilezikian’s claim that the addition of “to one another” to
hypotassø “changes its meaning entirely,” that would not help him in Colossians, Titus, and 1
Peter, where there is no statement about “one another,” but just “wives, be subject to your own
husbands.”



guage may simply have genuine concerns that men not act like dic-

tators or tyrants in their marriages. If this is what they are seeking to

guard against by the phrase “mutual submission,” then I suggest try-

ing this alternative wording, which is found in the Campus Crusade

for Christ statement:

In a marriage lived according to these truths, the love between

husband and wife will show itself in listening to each other’s view-

points, valuing each other’s gifts, wisdom, and desires, honoring

one another in public and in private, and always seeking to bring

benefit, not harm, to one another.15
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15Policy statement announced and distributed to Campus Crusade staff members at a biannual
staff conference, July 28, 1999, at Moby Arena, Colorado State University, Fort Collins,
Colorado. The statement was reported in a Religion News Service dispatch July 30, 1999, a
Baptist Press story by Art Toalston on July 29, 1999 (www.baptistpress.com), and an article in
World magazine September 11, 1999 (32), and it was also quoted in full in James Dobson’s
monthly newsletter Family News from Dr. James Dobson (Sept. 1999, 1-2). The statement is also
reproduced and discussed in Dennis Rainey, Ministering to Twenty-First Century Families
(Nashville: Word, 2001), 39-56.
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TAMPERING WITH THE TRINITY:
DOES THE SON SUBMIT TO

HIS FATHER?1

Bruce  A.  Ware

R

INTRODUCTION

To someone not conversant with contemporary theological writings, it

may come as something of a surprise to learn that the historic doctrine

of the Trinity is undergoing considerable scrutiny, reassessment, refor-

mulation, and/or defense.2 To many this doctrine, perhaps as much or

more than any other, seems so abstract and unrelated to life that they

might wonder just why the interest. What is here that would warrant

and elicit such concentrated attention? What is at stake in this doctrine

that would provoke such interest and concern?

To many, what is at stake is simply this: the integrity and reality of

the Christian faith itself. Donald Bloesch surprised many in the theo-

logical world with the publication in 1985 of his book entitled The Battle

1An expanded and edited version of this chapter will appear as part of a forthcoming chapter,
“The Doctrine of the Trinity,” in God Under Fire: Modern Scholarship Reinvents God, eds. Douglas
S. Huffman and Eric L. Johnson (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, upcoming).
2Consider a sampling of recently published works, and notice the variety of theological per-
spectives and interests represented among their authors: Colin E. Gunton, The Promise of
Trinitarian Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991, 2nd ed. 1997); Ted Peters, God as Trinity:
Relationality and Temporality in Divine Life (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1993); Thomas
F. Torrance, Trinitarian Perspectives: Toward Doctrinal Agreement (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994);
Duncan Reid, Energies of the Spirit: Trinitarian Models in Eastern Orthodox and Western Theology
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997); Kevin Vanhoozer, ed., The Trinity in a Pluralistic Age: Theological
Essays on Culture and Religion (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997).



for the Trinity.3 He charged the feminist rejection of the Bible’s and tra-

ditional theology’s predominantly masculine language for God as a

rejection of the Trinity itself and as such the imposition of a different

faith (i.e., not the Christian faith) onto those quarters of the church

inclined to accept the feminist critique. And such charges and concerns

have continued unabated. Consider, for example, the sobering words

of Duke University Professor of Systematic Theology Geoffrey

Wainwright:

The signs of our times are that, as in the fourth century, the doc-

trine of the Trinity occupies a pivotal position. While usually still

considering themselves within the church, and in any case want-

ing to be loyal to their perception of truth, various thinkers and

activists are seeking such revisions of the inherited doctrine of the

Trinity that their success might in fact mean its abandonment, or

at least such an alteration of its content, status, and function that

the whole face of Christianity would be drastically changed. Once

more the understanding, and perhaps the attainment, of salvation

is at stake, or certainly the message of the church and the church’s

visible composition.4

What are some of these contemporary proposed revisions of the

doctrine of the Trinity that would provoke such strong reaction? This

paper proposes to focus on two dimensions of trinitarian reconstruc-

tion, both of which are the result of feminist revisionism. First, main-

line church rejection of masculine trinitarian language (or any

masculine God-language, more generally) has been occurring for nearly

three decades. Whether emasculating God’s name leaves us with the

God named in the Bible will be explored here, with argumentation

offered to support traditional and biblical masculine language for the tri-

une God. Second, many contemporary evangelical egalitarians are urg-

ing the church to retain masculine language for God while denying that

this masculine language indicates any kind of inner-trinitarian distinc-

tion of authority. These arguments will be weighed, and support will be

offered for the church’s long-standing commitment to the trinitarian

persons’ full equality of essence and differentiation of persons, the lat-
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3Donald Bloesch, The Battle for the Trinity: The Debate over Inclusive God Language (Ann Arbor, MI:
Servant, 1985).
4Geoffrey Wainwright, “The Doctrine of the Trinity: Where the Church Stands or Falls,”
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ter of which includes and entails the eternal functional subordination

of the Son to the Father, and of the Spirit to both Father and Son.

MAINLINE FEMINIST REJECTION OF MASCULINE LANGUAGE

FOR THE TRIUNE GOD

Central Feminist Arguments for Rejecting Masculine Trinitarian Language

Admittedly a radical representative of the feminist movement, Mary

Daly has nonetheless captured the heart of the feminist criticism of the

church’s biblical and historic adherence to masculine God-language in

her claim, “If God is male, the male is god.”5 While no respected the-

ologian of the church has claimed that God is male, the force of Daly’s

objection is simply that to refer to God with masculine language gives

the impression that masculinity is more Godlike. By this impression,

then, women are held in subservient positions and are granted less than

their rightful dignity, so it is asserted. The only corrective can be to

remove the predominance of masculine God-language from our

Scripture, liturgy, and preaching. While some (like Daly herself) have

moved to an exclusive use of feminine, earthly, even neo-pagan lan-

guage for deity, most in the mainline churches who share this funda-

mental concern call for a balance of masculine and feminine references

(e.g., God as Father and Mother) or for a fully gender-neutral language

altogether in reference to God (e.g., Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer to

replace Father, Son, Holy Spirit).6

Only brief attention can be given here to the several lines of argu-

ment put forth for inclusive God-language,7 and our focus will be par-

ticularly on the concern over the traditional masculine trinitarian

formulation. First, appeal is made to the metaphorical nature of the

Bible’s own masculine language for God. All agree that when Scripture
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calls God “Father” or “King,” we are not to understand by these that

God is literally male. These terms function metaphorically to speak of

fatherly and kingly functions such as provision, protection, and ruler-

ship. So, while God literally is provider, protector, and ruler, He is

metaphorically father and king. This being so, feminists argue that we

ought, then, to describe God with feminine metaphors that express

some other functions of God more characteristically feminine, such as

God as comforter, healer, and sympathizer. So while God is (literally)

neither father or mother, the metaphors father and mother are equally

appropriate in describing qualities and functions literally true of Him.

We ought, then, it is said, to balance feminine names of God with tra-

ditional masculine names to give a more complete view of God, or else

we ought to avoid such gender-specific terms altogether if the risk is

just too great that people might take these to think God is a sexual

being. As applied to language for the Trinity, feminist advocates have

suggested revised language in both directions. Either we should speak

of the first person of the Trinity as Father/Mother and the second as the

Child of God,8 or we should move to a strictly gender-neutral trinitar-

ian language, such as Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer. Both

approaches are advocated within mainline feminism, and what both

have in common is the avoidance of the dominant masculine language

for the triune God due to its being both false and misleading.

Second, another important feminist argument claims that when

one inquires why both biblical and traditional ecclesial language for

God have been predominantly masculine, one immediately realizes the

intrinsically culturally conditioned nature of the Bible’s and the

church’s God-talk. Patriarchal culture in biblical days and throughout

the history of the church has given rise to this predominantly mascu-

line language for God. For feminism, upon realizing this reality, it

seems both obvious and necessary that we work to revamp our God-

talk. We can maintain this predominantly masculine language for God

only at the expense of perpetuating the illicit patriarchy that gave rise

to it. While most mainline feminists would not agree wholly with Mary

Daly, they would adjust her claim to say that if God is seen and spoken

of as masculine, what is masculine will be viewed, naturally and
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unavoidably, as of higher value and authority. Again, then, the claim is

made that one of two lines of response is needed: Either we must bal-

ance traditional masculine usage with appropriate and meaningful

feminine language of God, or we should leave behind all gender-spe-

cific God referencing altogether.

Third, following from the above two items, feminist political and

ideological advancement requires that we reject the biblical and tradi-

tional dominance of the masculine in regard to God. The true libera-

tion of women generally, and the cause of women’s rights to serve in

all levels of church and denominational leadership in particular, can

never happen when God, our highest authority and only rightful object

of worship, is spoken of in masculine terms. Perpetuating the mas-

culinity of God perpetuates the servile nature of the feminine. Since

God is above gender, and since He created both genders in His image,

then we dare not continue to focus our discussion of God on one gen-

der, thus subordinating the other as inferior and subservient.

Responding to the Feminist Case Against Masculine Trinitarian Language

Interestingly, many from within mainline churches as well as the

majority of evangelical feminists (i.e., egalitarians) from within and

without mainline denominations are opposed to this revisionist femi-

nist agenda. While claiming fully to identify with the values and aspi-

rations of Christian feminism, these opponents claim boldly that to

change the language of the Bible and church tradition in which God is

revealed as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is to jeopardize the integrity of

Christianity itself and to promote what is truly, in fact, another deity

and another faith.9 Their argumentation is complex and involved, but

we will sketch some of their main concerns.

First, while it is true that the Bible uses masculine metaphorical

language for naming God (though God is never literally male), it is also

true that the Bible never employs feminine metaphorical language to

name God. True, God is sometimes said to be or act in ways like a

mother (or some other feminine image),10 but never is God called
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“Mother” as He is often called “Father.” Respect for God’s self-por-

trayal in Scripture requires that we respect this distinction. While we

have every right (and responsibility) to employ feminine images as

analogies to some aspects of God’s nature and ways, as is done often in

Scripture itself, we are not permitted, by biblical precedence, to go fur-

ther and to name God in ways He has not named Himself. He has

named Himself “Father” but not “Mother.” This stubborn fact of

scriptural revelation must itself restrain our talk of God.

Second, one might be tempted to dismiss the above “factual” point

by appeal to the inherently patriarchal culture in which our biblical lan-

guage of God was framed. But appeal to culture shows just how odd

and even unique it is that Israel chose to use only masculine (and not

feminine) language when naming God. The fact is that the most nat-

ural route Israel might have taken is to follow the lead of the nations

surrounding her, which spoke with regularity and frequency of their

deities as feminine.11 That Israel chose not to do this shows her resis-

tance to follow natural and strong cultural pressures, and it indicates

that she conceived of the true God, the God of Israel, as distinct from

these false deities.

In defending her assertion that “the Bible’s language for God is

masculine, a unique revelation of God in the world,” Elizabeth

Achtemeier continues:

The basic reason for that designation of God is that the God of the

Bible will not let himself be identified with his creation, and

therefore human beings are to worship not the creation but the

Creator. . . . It is precisely the introduction of female language for

God that opens the door to such identification of God with the

world, however.12

Whether one follows Achtemeier here fully or not,13 what is clear

is that Scripture never names God as “Mother” or with any other fem-
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inine ascription, and this stands clearly against the prevailing practice

of the cultures surrounding Israel and the early church.

Third, while Scripture surely does reflect the various cultural and

historical settings in which it was written, the God of the Bible is pre-

sented, ultimately, by self-revelation or self-disclosure. The Bible’s lan-

guage of God, then, must be received with respect and gratitude as the

divinely ordained conveyer of the truth God Himself intended His

people to know about Him. To alter biblical language for God is to

deny and reject God’s self-disclosure in the terms that He chose and

that He used in making Himself known to us. Clearly, at the pinnacle

of this self-disclosure of God stands the revelation of Jesus the Christ

who became flesh that we might know in visible, physical form what

God is like (John 1:14-18). And throughout His ministry, with shock-

ing regularity, Jesus refers to God, in a manner scandalous to His

Jewish listeners, as none other than “Father.” That Jesus is the Son sent

by the Father is so deeply and widely reflective of God’s self-revelation

in and through the Incarnation that to alter this language is to suggest,

even if only implicitly, that one speaks instead of a different deity.

Divine self-revelation, then, requires the glad retention of God as

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Fourth, one last caution will be mentioned. For revisionist femi-

nism, it may be granted that biblical language speaks of the triune God

as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. But, these revisionists continue, those

same Scriptures also employ the language of God as creator, redeemer,

and Sustainer. May we not use in the church this other biblical lan-

guage of God and by so doing both honor God’s self-revelation and

avoid the illicit equation of God with masculinity that the traditional

masculine language risks? While the terms creator, redeemer, and sustainer

are biblical terms for God, they cannot function as substitutes for the

persons of the Godhead named as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

There are at least three reasons why this substitution is unaccept-

able. First, one risks a modalistic understanding of God when He is first

creator and then changes to the next historical phase of redeemer and

likewise then to sustainer. The phases and aspects of activity can easily

be seen as historical modes of the manifestation of the one God, as has

been advocated by Sabellius and other modalists.

Second, since these terms refer to God’s relationship to the world,

this substitution implies that the world is eternal, not temporally finite,

and that God’s redemptive work is necessary, not free. The church’s
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affirmation of God as “Father, Son, Spirit” is a claim not merely of His

economic manifestation as the Father of the incarnate Son in the

power of the Spirit (though this is true, in part), but also of the imma-

nent trinity14 who is eternally Father, Son, and Spirit. The Father, then,

is the eternal Father of the Son; the Son is the eternal Son of the Father.

Now, if we substitute “creator, redeemer, sustainer” as names for these

eternal realities, it requires that we see God as eternal creator, implying

an eternal creation, and as eternal redeemer, implying necessary

redemption. It is clear that while “Father, Son, Spirit” work well as

names of the immanent and economic trinitarian persons, “creator,

redeemer, sustainer” are merely economic and functional designations.

As such, they simply cannot substitute for the language of Scripture

and church tradition for the eternal God who is in Himself (i.e., imma-

nently and eternally) and in relation to creation (i.e., economically)

Father, Son, and Spirit.

Third, the personal names of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit simply

do not reduce to the supposed functional substitutes of creator,

redeemer, and sustainer.15 Is the Father and the Father alone the

Creator? Is the Son alone the Redeemer? Is the Spirit alone the

Sustainer? Biblical teaching instructs us that each of these activities is

accomplished by all three divine persons working together. Yes, the

Father creates, but He does so through the power of His Word (John

1:3) who acts as implementer of His creative design (Col. 1:16). The

Spirit, likewise, energizes the formation of the creative work of the

Father through the Son (Gen. 1:2). Redemption, likewise, is destroyed

altogether if the work of redemption is reduced to that of the second

person of the Trinity. Biblically, redemption only occurs as the Father

sends the Son into the world to receive the wrath of the Father against

Him for our sin (2 Cor. 5:21). And, of course, the Son accomplishes

this work only by the power of the Spirit who rests on Him and

empowers Him to go to the cross (Heb. 9:14) and raises Him from the

dead (Rom. 8:11). Likewise, sustaining and sanctifying is the work of

the Father (1 Thess. 5:23-24) and the Son (Eph. 5:25-27) and the Holy
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Spirit (2 Cor. 3:18) to preserve believers and move them toward the

holiness of life and character designed for them from all eternity (Eph.

1:4). One realizes that the substitution of “creator, redeemer, and sus-

tainer” for “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” not only fails as a functional

equivalent of the traditional and biblical trinitarian formula, but worse,

if followed it would result in such major theological distortions that the

faith that would result would bear only a superficial resemblance to the

faith of true biblical and Christian religion. In the words of Geoffrey

Wainwright, “Consideration of creation, redemption, and sanctifica-

tion shows that an account of them that is true to the biblical narrative

will also imply and depend on the trinitarian communion and cooper-

ation of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”16

EVANGELICAL FEMINISM’S REJECTION OF ETERNAL FUNCTIONAL

SUBORDINATIONISM WITHIN THE TRIUNE GOD

Evangelical Feminism’s Embrace of Masculine Trinitarian Language and
Rejection of Inner Trinitarian Functional Subordination

Evangelical feminists, otherwise known as egalitarians, have generally

favored retaining traditional masculine trinitarian language. For rea-

sons given above, particularly because Scripture is for egalitarians

God’s inspired Word and self-revelation, the vast majority of egalitari-

ans have sought to defend masculine God-language against the criti-

cism of many of their feminist colleagues.17 In the process, however,

they deny that such masculine God-language has any implications

either 1) of superiority of what is masculine over feminine, or 2) that

the eternal relations of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit indicate any kind

of eternal functional hierarchy within the Trinity.

Let it be said clearly that non-egalitarian, complementarian18 evan-

gelicals agree wholly with the first of these denials. Because God cre-

ated the man and the woman fully in His image (Gen. 1:26-27), it is

clear that no use of masculine language for God is meant to signal some
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supposed greater value, dignity, or worth of men over women.

Furthermore, that women and men alike are redeemed by the Savior

and that the believing husband is to grant his believing wife honor as

“a fellow heir of the grace of life” (1 Pet. 3:7) further indicates the full

equality of personhood and worth vested in women and men, through

both creation and redemption, by our gracious God. Egalitarian and

complementarian evangelicals agree, then, that the Bible’s masculine

God-language in no way indicates the essential superiority or greater

value of male over female. Both men and women are, in creation and

redemption, prized, sought, and loved by God equally; women with

men stand before God equal in standing, dignity, worth, and human

personhood.

Concerning the second denial, however, there is significant reason

to challenge the egalitarian position. If, as egalitarians argue, the mas-

culine language of God in Scripture is not a concession to a patriarchal

culture but represents rather God’s own chosen means of self-disclo-

sure, what is conveyed by this masculine terminology? Does this mas-

culine language not intentionally link God’s position and authority as

God with the concept of masculinity in distinction from femininity?

Furthermore, what does it mean that the Father is the eternal Father of

the Son, and that the Son is the eternal Son of the Father? Is not the

Father-Son relationship within the immanent Trinity indicative of

some eternal relationship of authority within the Trinity itself?

Egalitarians reject these implications.19 They see clearly that if an

eternal relationship of authority and obedience is grounded in the eter-

nal, immanent, inner-trinitarian relations of Father, Son, and Holy

Spirit, then this gives at least prima facie justification to the notion of cre-

ational human relations in which authority and submission inhere.20

And yet both features of the orthodox view mentioned above might

seem to suggest such a correspondence. That is, both the predominant

masculine language for God and the eternal nature of the Father-Son
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relationship within the Godhead could lead one to think that author-

ity and obedience is rooted in the Trinity and that authority in some

special way corresponds to masculinity.

To counter these lines of thought, egalitarians argue fundamentally

along three lines. First, they assert that the predominant masculine ref-

erences to God in no way convey some corresponding authority attach-

ing to the male. As already seen in the previous section, the appeal to

woman and man being created fully in the image of God indicates no

such subordination of the female to the male. Equality (only) charac-

terizes their relation as human persons. As Paul Jewett has put it, to

affirm the functional subordination of women to men in any respect

cannot avoid the charge that women are thereby inferior to men.21 But

the creation of woman and man in the image of God renders this

impossible. Masculinity is never inherently superior, though it is,

admittedly, the gender in which God has chosen to name Himself most

commonly.

Second, they assert that any suggestion of subordination within the

Godhead, even the claim of a functional subordination of the Son to

the Father, cannot avoid at least an implicit Arianism.22 The early

church theologians, it is argued, rejected all talk of subordination

regarding any member of the Trinity to any other. Full equality of

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit precludes any and all types of subordina-

tionism. Since the Son is homoousios with the Father, we are wrong ever

to speak of the Son’s subordinate status to the Father and by so doing

undermine the orthodoxy won by Athanasius at Nicea and affirmed

ever since by the church.

Third, they claim that all of Scripture’s language of the authority

of the Father and submission of the Son is only rightly accounted for

within the incarnational mission of the Son. Here, as God having taken

on human flesh, precisely because Christ was the second Adam and

fully human, it was necessary for Him to subject Himself to the will of
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the Father. Thus, as Gilbert Bilezikian states, “Christ did not take upon

himself the task of world redemption because he was number two in

the Trinity and his boss told him to do so or because he was demoted

to a subordinate rank so that he could accomplish a job that no one else

wanted to touch.”23 Furthermore, when the mission of redemption

was completed, the Son resumed His former stature and full equality

within the Trinity, leaving forever behind the role in which He had to

submit Himself in obedience to the Father. As Bilezikian again com-

ments, “Because there was no subordination within the Trinity prior

to the Second Person’s incarnation, there will remain no such thing

after its completion. If we must talk of subordination it is only a func-

tional or economic subordination that pertains exclusively to Christ’s

role in relation to human history.”24 So while masculine language pre-

dominates in the biblical depiction for God, and while the divine

Father-Son relationship is eternal, none of this indicates a relationship

of authority and obedience in the Godhead or a corresponding rela-

tionship of authority and submission in human relationships, accord-

ing to egalitarian reasoning.

Response to the Egalitarian Embrace of Masculine Trinitarian Language and
Rejection of Inner Trinitarian Functional Subordination

First, it appears that egalitarianism is in a difficult position. It affirms

the predominance of masculine biblical references for God, and yet it

seems incapable, logically, to explain this divinely chosen use of mas-

culine language. Granted, one can argue, as we have seen earlier with

Achtemeier, that referring to God in feminine language would result

in a confusion between the Creator and creation. But must this be so?

Even Achtemeier admits it need not, while she is convinced it likely

will. But if God Himself thought and believed as egalitarians do, could

He not overcome this supposed faulty Creator-creature confusion that

might be drawn if He chose, deliberately, to employ masculine and

feminine metaphors in equal proportion? Certainly He could make

clear, as He has, that He is Spirit and so not a sexual or gendered being.

Furthermore, He could make clear that when He refers to Himself as

Mother, He is not by this conveying an ontological connection with the

world. So I find it difficult to accept this as a full or adequate answer to
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the question of why God chose to name Himself in masculine, but

never feminine, terms.

Another obvious reason exists, one that egalitarians seem to bump

up against regularly without acknowledging it for what it is. For exam-

ple, in Wainwright’s musing over God as “Father” he notes that

“‘Father’ was the name that the second person in his human existence

considered most appropriate as an address to the first person.” But why

is this? To this question, Wainwright can only say that “there must be . . .

something about human fatherhood that makes Father a suitable way for

Jesus to designate the one who sent him. In trinitarian terms, the cru-

cial point is that Father was the address Jesus characteristically used in

this connection.”25 However, just what the “something” is, Wainwright

does not tell us. But is it not obvious? Jesus said over and again

throughout His ministry that He was sent to do the will of His Father

(e.g., John 4:34; 5:23, 30, 37; 6:37-38, 57; and 12:49). Clearly, a central

part of the notion of “Father” is that of fatherly authority. Certainly this

is not all there is to being a father, but while there is more, there cer-

tainly is not less or other. The masculine terminology used of God

throughout Scripture conveyed within the patriarchal cultures of Israel

and the early church the obvious point that God, portrayed in mascu-

line ways, had authority over His people. “Father,” “king,” and “Lord”

conveyed, by their masculine gender referencing, a rightful authority

that was to be respected and followed. Malachi 1:6, for example, indi-

cates just this connection between “father” and authority: “‘A son hon-

ors his father, and a servant his master. If I am a father, where is the

honor due me? If I am a master, where is the respect due me?’ says the

LORD Almighty” (NIV). God as Father is rightfully deserving of His

children’s honor, respect, and obedience. To fail to see this is to miss

one of the primary reasons God chose such masculine terminology to

name Himself.

Second, while the early church clearly embraced the full essential

equality of the three trinitarian persons (because each of the three

divine persons possesses fully and simultaneously the identically same

infinite divine nature), nonetheless the church has always affirmed

likewise the priority of the Father over the Son and Spirit. Since this

priority cannot rightly be understood in terms of essence or nature

(lest one fall into Arian subordinationism), it must exist in terms of
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relationship.26 As Augustine affirmed, the distinction of persons is

constituted precisely by the differing relations among them, in part

manifest by the inherent authority of the Father and the inherent sub-

mission of the Son. This is most clearly seen in the eternal Father-Son

relationship, in which the Father is eternally the Father of the Son, and

the Son is eternally the Son of the Father. But, some might wonder,

does this convey an eternal authority of the Father and eternal sub-

mission of the Son? Hear how Augustine discusses both the essential

equality of the Father and Son and the mission of the Son who was

sent, in eternity past, to obey and carry out the will of the Father:

If however the reason why the Son is said to have been sent by the

Father is simply that the one is the Father and the other the Son

then there is nothing at all to stop us believing that the Son is equal

to the Father and consubstantial and co-eternal, and yet that the Son

is sent by the Father. Not because one is greater and the other less,

but because one is the Father and the other the Son; one is the

begetter, the other begotten; the first is the one from whom the

sent one is; the other is the one who is from the sender. For the

Son is from the Father, not the Father from the Son. In the light

of this we can now perceive that the Son is not just said to have been

sent because the Word became flesh, but that he was sent in order for the

Word to become flesh, and by his bodily presence to do all that was

written. That is, we should understand that it was not just the man

who the Word became that was sent, but that the Word was sent to become

man. For he was not sent in virtue of some disparity of power or substance

or anything in him that was not equal to the Father, but in virtue of the

Son being from the Father, not the Father being from the Son.27
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Notice two observations from Augustine’s statement. First,

Augustine sees no disparity between affirming, on the one hand, the

full equality of the Son to the Father, and on the other hand, the Son’s

eternal position as from the Father, whose responsibility it is to carry out

the will of the Father as the one sent from all eternity from the Father.

Jewett’s claim that functional subordination entails essential inferior-

ity is here denied by Augustine. Second, notice that Augustine denies

Bilezikian’s claim that all subordination of the Son to the Father rests

fully in the Son’s incarnate state. To the contrary, Augustine affirms that

“the Son is not just said to have been sent because the Word became

flesh, but that he was sent in order for the Word to become flesh.” In

other words, the decree to send the Son occurred in eternity past in

order that the eternal Word, sent from on high from the Father, might

take on human flesh and then continue His role of carrying out the will

of His Father.

As P. T. Forsyth writes, the beauty of the Son’s simultaneous

equality with and obedience to the Father expresses the willing service

God intends His people to render. Forsyth asserts that “subordination

is not inferiority, and it is Godlike. The principle is imbedded in the very

cohesion of the eternal trinity and it is inseparable from the unity, fra-

ternity and true equality of men. It is not a mark of inferiority to be sub-

ordinate, to have an authority, to obey. It is divine.”28 And in another

place Forsyth makes clear that the Son’s obedience to the Father was

indeed an eternal obedience, rendered by an eternal equal, constitut-

ing an eternal subordination of the Son to do the will of the Father. He

writes:

Father and Son co-exist, co-equal in the Spirit of holiness, i.e., of

perfection. But Father and Son is a relation inconceivable except

the Son be obedient to the Father. The perfection of the Son and

the perfecting of his holy work lay, not in his suffering but in his

obedience. And, as he was eternal Son, it meant an eternal obedi-

ence. . . . But obedience is not conceivable without some form of

subordination. Yet in his very obedience the Son was co-equal

with the Father; the Son’s yielding will was no less divine than the

Father’s exigent will. Therefore, in the very nature of God, sub-

ordination implies no inferiority.29
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Third, the egalitarian denial of any eternal submission of the Son

to the Father makes it impossible to answer the question why it was the

“Son” and not the “Father” or “Spirit” who was sent to become incar-

nate. And even more basic is the question why the eternal names for

“Father” and “Son” would be exactly these names. John Thompson has

indicated a trend in much modern trinitarian discussion to separate

Christology from trinitarian formulations. He writes that “Christology

and the Trinity were virtually divorced. It was both stated and assumed

that any one of the three persons could become incarnate. . . . There

was thus only an accidental relation between the economy of revela-

tion and redemption and the eternal triune being of God.”30 It appears

that contemporary egalitarianism is vulnerable also to this criticism.

Since nothing in God grounds the Son’s being the Son of the Father,

and since every aspect of the Son’s earthly submission to the Father is

divorced altogether from any eternal relation that exists between the

Father and Son, there simply is no reason why the Father should send

the Son. In Thompson’s words, it appears that the egalitarian view

would permit “any one of the three persons” to become incarnate. And

yet we have scriptural revelation that clearly says the Son came down

out of heaven to do the will of His Father. This sending is not ad hoc.

In eternity, the Father commissioned the Son who then willingly laid

aside the glory He had with the Father to come and purchase our par-

don and renewal. Such glory is diminished if there is no eternal Father-

Son relation on the basis of which the Father sends, the Son willingly

comes, and the Spirit willingly empowers.

And finally, what biblical evidence exists for the eternal functional

subordination of the Son to the Father? A running theme in the his-

tory of this doctrine (as seen above in Augustine and Forsyth) is that

the Son was commissioned by the Father in eternity past to come as the

incarnate Son. As Jesus declares on well over thirty occasions in John’s

Gospel, He was sent to the earth by the Father to do the Father’s will.

Could this be reduced merely to the sending of the incarnate Son to ful-

fill the Father’s mission for Him now that He has already come into

the world? Or should we think of this sending, this commissioning, as

having taken place in eternity past, a commissioning that then is fulfilled

in time? Scripture, it seems clear, demands the latter view.

Consider, for example, Peter’s statement in his Pentecost sermon
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recorded in Acts 2. Concerning Christ, he says, “This man was handed

over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the

help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross” (Acts

2:23, NIV). The crucifixion of Christ fulfilled God’s “set purpose” that

He established far in advance of the actual incarnation. Though this

verse alone does not tell us exactly how far back God’s plan was set, we

know from numerous biblical prophecies (e.g., Ps. 22; Isa. 9:6-7; 53;

Mic. 5:2, to name a select few of the most notable) that God had

planned and predicted, long before the Incarnation, precisely the birth,

life, death, and ultimate triumph of the Son. If Christ’s coming fulfilled

God’s “set purpose,” and this purpose was established long in advance

of the Incarnation, then it is clear that the commissioning of the Son

occurred in Christ’s relation with the Father in the immanent Trinity

and not after He had come as the incarnate Son.

Consider another of Peter’s claims. In regard to Christ’s redemp-

tive work, Peter writes, “He [Christ] was chosen before the creation of

the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake” (1 Pet.

1:20, NIV). If we wonder how far back this commissioning of the Son

took place, this verse settles the question. Before the world was made,

the Father chose (literally, “foreknew”) the Son to come as the

Redeemer. The Son’s coming in time to shed His blood reflects not an

ad hoc decision or a toss of the trinitarian coin but the eternal purpose

of the Father to send and offer His Son.

Ephesians 1:3-5 and Revelation 13:8 confirm this understanding.

In Ephesians 1, Paul gives praise to God the Father for choosing His

own in Christ before the foundation of the world, and for predestining

them to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself:

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed

us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, just as

He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would

be holy and blameless before Him. In love He predestined us to adop-

tion as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind inten-

tion of His will.

Since Paul specifically 1) gives praise to the Father for this election

and predestination, 2) designates Christ as the one toward whom our

election and predestination is directed, and 3) states that the Father’s

elective purpose and plan occurred before the creation of the world, it
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follows that the Father’s commissioning of the Son is based in eternity

past, and that the Son’s submission to the Father is rooted in their eter-

nal relationship within the Godhead. Revelation 13:8 likewise indicates

that “the book of life” in which believers’ names have been recorded is

1) “from the foundation of the world” and 2) is “of the Lamb who has been

slain.” Again we see clear evidence that the Father’s purpose from eter-

nity past was to send His Son, the Lamb of God, by which His own

would be saved. The authority-obedience relation of Father and Son

in the immanent Trinity is mandatory if we are to account for God the

Father’s eternal purpose to elect and save His people through His

beloved Son.

But will Christ one day, as Bilezikian argues, be elevated to the

same status or equality of role as that of the Father? Consider Paul’s dis-

cussion of the consummation of Christ’s reconciling work in a day yet

future. In 1 Corinthians 15:27-28 he writes:

For he [the Father] “has put everything under his [Christ’s] feet.”

Now when it says that “everything” has been put under him, it is clear

that this does not include God himself, who put everything under

Christ. When he has done this, then the Son himself will be made 

subject to him who put everything under him, so that God may be all

in all. (NIV)

Because Christ was commissioned in eternity past to come, in time

and history, to carry out the will of His Father, when this work is com-

pleted, Christ will place Himself in the very position He had with the

Father previously. While possessing again the full glory of the Father

(John 17:5), He will put Himself in subjection to the Father (1 Cor.

15:28). The relation of the Father and Son in eternity past, in Christ’s

historic and incarnate life, and in eternity future, then, is the same.31

Christ is fully equal in essence with the Father, yet subordinate in role.

Scripture clearly upholds these truths, and we in the church should

likewise do the same.
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CONCLUSION

We have examined two areas where significant and widespread revi-

sionism is currently taking place in the doctrine of the Trinity: main-

line feminism’s rejection of Scripture’s predominantly masculine

trinitarian language, and evangelical feminism’s rejection of the eter-

nal inner-trinitarian relations of authority and obedience. Each of

these areas calls for great care by thoughtful and prayerful Christian

people. Because we have God’s inspired Word, and because God has,

in this Word, made His own triune life known, we must with

renewed commitment seek to study, believe, and embrace the truth

of God as made known there. Where we have been misled by the his-

tory of this doctrine, may Scripture lead to correction. But where

contemporary revision departs from Scripture’s clear teaching, may

we have courage to stand with the truth and for the truth. For the sake

of the glory of the only true and living God, who is Father, Son, and

Holy Spirit, may we pledge to Him alone our fidelity, obedience, and

love.

ADDENDUM: POINTS OF PRACTICAL APPLICATION

1. Embrace rightful authority structures. Because the structure of

authority and obedience is not only established by God but is, even

more, possessed in God’s own inner trinitarian life, as the Father

establishes His will and the Son joyfully obeys, therefore we should

not despise but should embrace proper lines of authority and obedi-

ence. In the home, believing community, and society, rightful lines of

authority are good, wise, and beautiful reflections of the reality that

is God Himself. This applies to those in positions of God-ordained

submission and obedience who need, then, to accept joyfully these

proper roles of submission. It applies equally to those in God-

ordained positions of authority who need to embrace the proper roles

of their responsible authority and exercise that authority as unto the

Lord.

2. View both authority and submission as Godlike. With P. T. Forsyth,

we need to see not only authority but also submission as Godlike. We

more readily associate God with authority, but since the Son is the

eternal Son of the Father, and since the Son is eternally God, then it fol-

lows that the inner-trinitarian nature of God honors both authority

and submission. Just as it is Godlike to lead responsibly and well, so
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it is Godlike to submit in human relationships where this is required.

It is Godlike for wives to submit to their husbands; it is Godlike for

children to obey their parents; it is Godlike for church members to

follow the directives of their godly male eldership. Consider

Philippians 2:5-11, and see the pattern of Godlike submission

demonstrated there. We honor God as we model both sides of the

authority-submission relationship that characterizes the trinitarian

persons themselves.

3. Revive the wholesome and biblical concept of God as Father. As Jesus

instructed us in His model prayer (i.e., the Lord’s prayer), we are to

pray to “our Father which art in heaven” (KJV). The concept and real-

ity of God as Father is so very glorious, and we dare not lose this arti-

cle of the church’s faith and practice because of abusive fatherhood or

cultural confusion over what fatherhood is. “God as Father” invokes

two counterbalancing and complementary ideas: reverence (e.g., “hal-

lowed be thy name”) and reliance (e.g., “give us this day our daily

bread”). God as Father deserves our highest and unqualified respect

and devotion, and He deserves our absolute trust and dependence.

Devotion to and dependence on God as Father captures, at heart, the

whole of what our life before Him is to be.

4. Our common adoption into God’s family is as sons. All of us, as chil-

dren of God, need to embrace God’s rightful authority over our lives.

We are all sons of God (uioi theou) through faith in Jesus Christ (Gal.

3:26), and as sons we must see our role, as with the role of the eternal

Son, always and only to submit to the will of our Father. Paradoxically,

when we obey fully, we enter fully into life as God created it to be. As

Jesus said, “If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love,

just as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love.

These things I have spoken to you so that My joy may be in you, and

that your joy may be made full” (John 15:10-11). We are to obey with-

out reservation, fully, and with great anticipation of blessing, for as we

obey, we enter into full and lasting joy.

5. Our worship is of the Triune God, equal in essence, yet distinct in role.

The beauty and harmony of God’s created design of diversity in unity

(as seen, e.g., in marriage and in the body of Christ) is rooted eternally

and immutably in God Himself. We only worship God when we

uphold Him as He is. If, in our relationships, we despise unity and “cel-

ebrate diversity” that is fragmented and disjointed or despise diversity

by insisting on a uniformity that denies created and God-ordained dif-
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ferences, we will not value God for who He is, and so we will not honor

Him as he is. In God, diversity of persons serves a unity of purpose,

method, and goal. The will of the Father is gladly carried out by the

Son. When the Spirit comes, it is His joy to do the will of the Son. In

purpose they are united, in roles they are distinct, and in both (purpose

and role) there is glad acceptance. Together the three persons model

what our diversity in unity of relationship should look like and how our

lives together are to be lived.
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SEXUAL PERVERSION: 
THE NECESSARY FRUIT OF

NEO-PAGAN SPIRITUALITY IN

THE CULTURE AT LARGE
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INTRODUCTION: THE GATHERING PAGAN STORM IN ONCE-
“CHRISTIAN” AMERICA

The most radical American Revolution took place not in 1776 but in

the last generation of the twentieth century. In those last thirty or so

years we witnessed the First Great Awakening—of Paganism. It decon-

structed western Christendom and produced a radical transformation

of once-“Christian” America.

At the street level, the marginal student revolutionaries of the six-

ties, who rejected the American political system, took political power

in the nineties, and their extremist ideas are now mainstream “moder-

ate.” They defined sin as social oppression and sought redemption in

social structures. This search liberated the individual from personal

guilt. For many, redemption became synonymous with sexual libera-

tion. Radical feminists demanded that their sisters be “sinarticulate,”

have the “courage to sin,” and “liberate the inner slut.” Sexuality was

liberated from its traditional conjugal confines, with the inevitable

explosion of the divorce rate; now over 40 percent of first marriages

end in divorce.1 Rampant divorce has virtually destroyed normative

1See Time (Sept. 25, 2000), 76-77.



marriage and the two-parent family. Barbara Dafoe Whitehead has

written The Divorce Culture2 to describe modern America. The

University of Chicago issued a report (November 24, 1999) showing

that in 1972, 46 percent of Americans lived in traditional families (two

parents with children). Currently only 26 percent do. Cohabiting cou-

ples have increased 700 percent since 1970.3 Presently one third of all

babies are born out of wedlock.

A University of Michigan study indicates that living together with-

out benefit of marriage is now the norm in the United States.4

Cohabitation has gone from involving just 10 percent of households in

1965 to more than 50 percent in 1994.5 We now have a whole genera-

tion of liberated sluts and cads, freed from the chains of marriage,

responsible to no one—democracy gone nuts! Said a college student:

“The sexual revolution is over and everyone lost.”6 The only winner is

the pagan agenda!

Professor Lawrence Stone of Princeton observes:

The scale of marital breakdowns in the West since 1960 has no his-

torical precedent that I know of. There has been nothing like it for

the last 2000 years and probably longer.7

IDEOLOGICAL REVOLUTION: A WAR OF FUNDAMENTAL IDEAS

To measure the nature of the struggle for the culture, we must realize

that we are not dealing with an unfortunate social aberration that can

be fixed with more family-based movies out of Hollywood. Two ide-

ological plates have collided: the Modern Rationalist world and the

Postmodern Irrationalist world. The Postmodern has won.

Since the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, the great enemy of

the Christian Faith has always been Rationalism, whether in the form

of atheistic humanism, materialistic Marxism, or rationalistic

“Christian” liberalism. But the Rationalist edifice is now crumbling

under its own weight. In the fifties and sixties, critics from within the

system began to doubt the truths of the modern world and the ability

258 BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR MANHOOD AND WOMANHOOD

2Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, The Divorce Culture (New York: Vintage Books, 1998).
3Glenn T. Stanton, Why Marriage Matters: Reason to Believe in Marriage in a Postmodern Society
(Colorado Springs: Pinon Press, 1997), 24.
4“‘Living in Sin’ Now the Norm,” UPI (Feb. 7, 2000), 17.
5Ibid.
6Gerard Reed, Reedings 97 (Point Loma, CA: January 2000), 3.
7Cited in Glenn T. Stanton, Why Marriage Matters, 20.



of reason to make true statements. Postmodernism has given rise to a

relativization of rational truth and to a proliferation of individual truths,

whereby truth has become power exercised on others for the sake of

personal agendas. Truth has become pluralistic, and so have morals. In

such a climate, how can anyone tell others how to run their lives? If

there is any “truth,” it is to be found in nonrational, personal spiritual-

ity. Atheistic evolutionists have become deep ecologists, and Marxists

like Mikhail Gorbachev and Vaclav Havel have shown interest in theos-

ophy and Buddhism. The true measure of the culture wars is that they

are (as they have always been) spirit wars.

The hard truth is that America is no longer a “Christian” nation.

Orthodox rabbi Daniel Lappin, in his book America’s Real War, states:

“One of the most profound truths about [modern] America is that

we are no longer one nation under God.”8 This subtle anti-Christian

shift in modern society recently came out as a sociological “fact.” Said

sociologist Alan Wolfe to a group of journalists during a visit to

Washington in the spring of 1998: “We’ve gone from a predominantly

Christian country to one of religious toleration, and that’s never been

reported as a news story.”9 “We used to be a Christian nation.

Recently we have become a nation tolerant of all religions.”10 Wolfe

recently produced a sociological study of the American middle class.

He believes that there is no culture war because most Americans will

not choose sides. Moderation and tolerance are the norms.

“Americans are reluctant to pass judgment on how other people act

and think. . . . Middle-class Americans have added an Eleventh

Commandment: ‘Thou shalt not judge.’”

Such tolerance and refusal to judge is the seedbed of syncretism,

and syncretism is the motor of modern paganism. This much-touted

tolerance is not progress toward a more enlightened society, but the

postmodern failure to recognize that there is objective truth. If ratio-

nalism is dead, the world stands before two “spiritual” answers—the

spirituality of the Bible or the spirituality of paganism, but the tide is

with paganism, which fits the postmodern paradigm.
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PAGANISM’S CORE BELIEFS

The unifying program of unity and wholeness is another form of

monism, or “one-ism.” This is why monism loves the symbolism of

inclusive circles.11

All Is One and One Is All

In the Disney movie Lion King, everything in the universe is a part of

a mass of energy. There is no Creator: The circle of life swallows up

God. Many non-Christian faiths use circles as a means of expressing

this All-Is-One philosophy. Hinduism, goddess worship, New

Age/Taoist physics, witchcraft, and the Parliament of the World’s

Religions all show universal unity with circles. This circular, All-Is-

One notion inspires deep ecology and the worship of bewitching,

encircling Mother Earth.

Humanity Is One

This second principle of monism flows naturally from the first. If all

is one and one is all, then humanity is a part of God, an expression of

divine oneness. Humans are a kind of concentrated cosmic energy who

create their own reality. Belief that humans are divine, and essentially

good, explains today’s quest for personal spiritual discovery and the

hope that we can create heaven on earth. This monistic humanism

becomes a path to religious utopia.

By finding God in themselves, monists hope to break down the

divisions in our world and to accomplish God’s loving work by unit-

ing with one another. If we are little holograms of divinity—smaller,

cloned versions of the great divine circle—then we are uncreated and

eternal. We are as old as God! We are outside the jurisdiction of any

authority—a kingless generation. What need have we to submit to out-

side rule? If we are God, if we are as old as God, then we can make our

own rules.

All Religions Are One

Monism hates a system that creates categories and makes distinctions.

In Chicago, delegates to the Parliament of the World’s Religions held

hands and danced around the room to the sound of a Native American
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Indian shaman’s drum. Six thousand delegates shared their experience

of the divine within. If all humanity is one, then all religions are one.

Mystical oneness is at the heart of spirituality for the monist. All

religions share a common, mystical experience. True believers in any

religion will arrive at the same unio mystica (mystical union with God in

which we become divine). All religions are pie slices that join at the cen-

ter. If you believe in this oneness, you must throw away rationality, for

mystical union is an irrational affair. If you believe in this oneness, you

must throw off doctrine. It doesn’t matter if you are a Christian, a Jew,

a Hindu, or a witch; you are a part of the same whole, which is God. You

can find union with that whole—and the way to union is experience.

Just bite into the pie! This view is becoming as American as apple pie!

At Harvard Divinity School, studies are now dominated by the

feminist perspective. In a semi-humorous but well-documented arti-

cle entitled “What’s up at Harvard Divinity School?” Jewish social

commentator Don Feder recounts that Buddhist chanting and medi-

tation are now more popular than hymn singing, and the Christian cal-

endar is passed over in favor of pagan holidays. According to Feder,

feminist goddess worship is the grill through which religion, Christian

theology, and the Bible are now interpreted.12

This non-doctrinal, mystical unity of religions will increase in the

years ahead. Technology has brought our world together. In addition,

many religious organizations (the World Council of Churches, the

United Religions, the Parliament of the World’s Religions, and the

Interfaith Movement, for example) are working hard to bring about a

one-world reality. Leading “Christian” scholars believe that the Spirit’s

present work is to shape all the world’s religions into a single truth.

One Problem: Wake Up

Monism believes that the real problem is lack of knowledge—the

knowledge of ourselves as divine. We have forgotten our true nature;

we have been lulled into metaphysical amnesia or spiritual sleep by the

illusions of the external, physical world. The Hindus call it maya—illu-

sion. Thus the monist points an accusing finger at structures we once

considered natural, such as a father’s loving authority in his home or a

husband’s loving leadership of his wife. These illusions turn us away

from our true selves.
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Monists identify old-fashioned, black-and-white thinking with

western Christian culture. They find the Bible full of patriarchy

(male/fatherly authority) and hierarchy (authority structures), and they

accuse Christians of making many other such distinctions that they

claim tear the world apart and obscure the truth about ourselves as

essentially spiritual beings with no ties to the visible world. In the fog

of maya we make unfortunate distinctions.

One successful emerging form of monism today is Buddhism.

Buddhist philosophy specifically teaches that distinctions are illusory.

Like the Buddha 2500 years ago, Buddhists today work for the lib-

eration of all beings from the illusion of separation. When there is

an “other,” there is an Auschwitz . . . a ravaged and raped woman,

a clear-cut forest, an abused and abandoned child, a young boy

with fear and hate in his eyes and a gun in his hand. . . .

The basic vows that we take as Buddhists remind us that there

is no “other.” The most basic practices . . . of Buddhism . . . point

to the fact that there is no “other.” The fundamental teachings of

the Buddha tell us that there is no “other.”13

Monism’s message of hope is clear: Rid the world of distinctions,

and humanity can realize the mystical unity of all things.

One Solution: Go Within

Monists tell us to complete the circle by looking into ourselves. Your

self sits at the center. Spiritual understanding dawns when you elimi-

nate distinctions and rational controls to take your place in the unity of

all things. Sixties rebels discovered themselves through drugs. Today

meditation has replaced dangerous drugs as the path to the discovery

of self and God. Meditation allows you to detach from your body’s lim-

itations and discover a connection with the whole through a mystical

experience of true knowledge (gnosis). As more individuals find their

divine identity, the planet will supposedly shift into a unified, altered

state of consciousness.

But there is more to a spiritual high than trancelike ecstasy. To go

beyond the limitations of the mind also entails going beyond rational

definitions of right and wrong. Everything about you is okay. All your
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instincts are valid. As the sixties hippies said: “If it feels good, do it.” Or

as C. G. Jung said, our instincts are spiritual archetypes that we must

accept in order to be fully integrated persons. When we go within,

notions like right and wrong, guilt and bad conscience disappear. In this

way, embracing evil, pagan spirituality produces a temporary, counter-

feit euphoria of virtual redemption.

SEXUALITY IN THE PAGAN WORLDVIEW

Do you want to capture a civilization? Change its perceptions of sexu-

ality. Very few are into New Age Eastern spirituality with its chakras,

crystals, astral travel, and channeling. Everybody, without exception, is

into being a male or a female—which is what makes a civilization func-

tion. The pagan agenda is the elimination of the distinction between

male and female.

Methodology: Crisis, Deconstruction, and Reconstruction

Take, for instance, the program for unity of the world’s religions, which

first warns of the ecological crisis, then calls for a deconstruction of the

orthodox Christian view of creation. Finally theological syncretism

offers to reconstruct an ideal ecosystem and save the planet. Similarly,

the new sexuality identifies the evils of patriarchy as a social crisis and

proceeds to deconstruct traditional sex and gender roles. Sexual iden-

tity is then reconstructed according to the monistic ideal of androgyny.

The Sexual Crisis: Patriarchy

According to Scripture, patriarchy is responsible male leadership in the

home and the church. But in theologian Rosemary Ruether’s feminist

universe, patriarchy has taken the place of sin. Such an affirmation can-

not be established from the founding texts of Genesis 3. These texts

must themselves be characterized as the adopted myths of patriarchal

religion.14 According to Ruether, patriarchy is the work of the devil, the

Mark of the Beast, the Great Babylon,15 the evil land of Egyptian slav-

ery from which the church should organize a modern-day exodus, an

inner reality that produces prostitution.16
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Once an influential evangelical writer, Virginia Mollenkott now

blames what she calls “heteropatriarchy” for virtually all social ills,

including racism and classism. As a practicing lesbian she adds that

“compulsory heterosexuality is the very backbone that holds patriarchy

together.”17 She realizes that homosexuality will break that backbone.

“If society is to turn from patriarchy to partnership, we must learn that

lesbian, bisexual, and gay issues are not just private bedroom matters

of ‘doing whatever turns you on.’ They are wedges driven into the

superstructure of the heteropatriarchal system.”18

On a much less radical level, evangelical egalitarian feminism

makes a similar move. Gretchen Gabelein Hull, a board member of the

Council for Biblical Equality, speaks of the “sin of patriarchy”: “[To]

Christianize patriarchy is to end it and its abuses against women and

minorities.”19 According to Hull, one does not reform patriarchy in the

light of the Christian revelation of God as Father of our Lord Jesus

Christ;20 rather, one eliminates it! The end-result—where egalitarian

Christians refuse to go—is the elimination of the God of Scripture, the

great Patriarch from whom all families derive their name (Eph. 3:14).

The Jewish feminist Naomi Goldenberg implicitly fingers God the

Father, author of the Judeo-Christian Scripture, as the architect of the

patriarchal society. “We women are going to bring an end to God.”21

How are they doing?

Sexual Deconstruction Through Feminism

The Curriculum Commission has recommended to the California

State Board of Education that homosexual couples be presented in the

public schools’ health curriculum as having an alternate acceptable

family lifestyle.22 Is it mere happenstance that liberalism’s conversion

to monistic spirituality coincides with major changes in sexual practice,
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gender roles, and family structures? The sexuality of western civiliza-

tion has been deconstructed in just one generation. The role of women

has changed drastically, representing a mega-shift in the perceptions of

human sexuality. Feminism has opened doors to many other changes

as well. Oddly, not many are willing to consider feminism as a major

driving force of the neo-pagan ideal,23 though the radicals do at every

occasion. For example, Naomi Goldenberg ties the feminist movement

directly to an attack on Judeo-Christian foundations: “ . . . when fem-

inists succeed in changing the position of women in Christianity and

Judaism, they will shake these religions at their roots.”24 In 1971 when

she first met feminists she remembers thinking, “Such women will

change the world.”25

Liberal theology can run the gamut from the white, straight, male

Harvard professor of theology to the lesbian ecofeminist witch who has

severed all ties with biblical Christianity. But the twain do meet. Mary

Daly, who screams blasphemies on every page of her recent books pro-

moting witchcraft and erotic “spiritual” lesbianism, receives accolades

from Harvey Cox, respected liberal theologian and the Victor S.

Thomas Professor of Divinity at Harvard Divinity School. Daly dis-

misses the incarnation of the eternal Son as the “symbolic legitimation

of the rape of all women and all matter” and describes as “bull . . . the

apostles creed.”26 Cox considers her “a woman who makes a Big

Difference” of whom he is a self-styled “fan.”27

Sexual Deconstruction Through Homosexuality

The proof of this mega-shift and of its radical implications is the

growing acceptance and power of the homosexual community,
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which has many average citizens convinced that heterosexuality may

not be the norm. “We are no longer seeking just a right to privacy and

a protection from wrong,” says a leading spokesman for the move-

ment. “We have a right . . . to see government and society affirm our

lives.”28

The project is succeeding in modern-day America in spite of

the millions of Americans who oppose it. The boundaries move

every day. Today one of the major debates is the place of gay groups

on high school, junior high, and even elementary campuses.29

When the Los Angeles Unified School District sponsored an end-

of-year prom for gay students, the news report tried to get readers

to believe there was nothing more natural for the progress of

American democracy than a teenage boy making himself a lace dress

to wear at that dance!30

In academia, feminism and homosexuality have urged each other

to more and more radical positions, as the well-researched and finely

titled article “Coming Out Ahead: The Homosexual Movement in

the Academy” demonstrates.31 The author reports that “at many col-

leges, gay/lesbian/bisexual student associations are among the most

active . . . on campus, funded by student fees and by institutional funds

from the university’s Office of Multiculturalism.” He notes that at

Harvard each dorm has a designated gay tutor; at Columbia

University, the chairman of the English Department is committed to

“hiring, tenuring and working with” gay and lesbian scholars. Many

universities, including Stanford, the University of Chicago, the

University of Iowa, and Pitzer College, offer spousal benefits to

homosexual partners of faculty members.32
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Sexual Reconstruction: Androgyny, the New Spiritual Human

PAGAN ESCHATOLOGY

Many believe that the liberated woman may well be instrumental in the

realization of a unified humanity and a global religion. But doesn’t

feminism have to do only with social conditions and democratic rights?

What does it care about religion? Wrong. Feminists see themselves as

called to transform both society and religion. Roman Catholic theolo-

gian Paul Knitter is a thinker committed to the development of one

worldwide religion. He is also the general editor of the series Faith Meets

Faith whose recent offering is entitled After Patriarchy: Feminist

Transformations of the World Religions.33 This book argues that since the

“second class status, if not the outward oppression, of women . . . [is]

rooted in the theologies . . . of world religions,” it is feminism’s glob-

alized vision of gender and sexual liberation that will transform all the

world’s religions. At that point emancipation will be won for all. This

rosy religious future on earth will come about because a new and

higher form of humanity is in the process of taking control of the

planet.

This new spiritual human being is of indeterminate sexuality or,

in many cases, specifically homosexual. It should come as no surprise

that the revival of pagan religion in our day should be accompanied by

a stark reappearance of pagan homosexuality.34 In other words, homosex-

uality is not merely biological destiny (though many believe it is). Its

extension and acceptance are not merely the good and just applica-

tions of democratic and human civil rights (though most would see

it in that light). If the connection with pagan spirituality is correct,

homosexuality has a deeply religious component, whether or not any

particular homosexual is aware of it and whatever the causes of such

a lifestyle.35

A particular religious commitment is always accompanied by a par-
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ticular sexual theory and practice. One does not need to invent a scar-

let, conspiratorial thread to explain this unusual agreement. There is a

logical and theological inevitability that monistic belief will work itself

out in all domains of human existence, and especially in the domain of

sexuality.36 Homosexuality is not just biology. Says a gay spokesman,

“being a gay man or lesbian entails far more than sexual behavior alone

. . . [it entails] a whole mode of being-in-the-world.”37

HOMOSEXUALITY AND SPIRITUALITY IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Homosexuality has been identified with pagan spirituality in many ages

and many places. An androgynous priesthood was associated with the

worship of the goddess Istar in the Sumerian age (1800 B.C.),38 as well

as in Syria and in Asia Minor during the first millennium B.C.39 From

the Roman Empire at the beginning of the Christian era, the Great

Mother under the names of Atargatis or Cybele had androgynous

priests, called Galli, who castrated themselves as a permanent act of

devotion to the goddess. This organic connection is documented in the

modern world in ancient religions that persist today. The Siberian

shamans, known as Chukchi, and the shamans of Central Asia engage

in ecstatic rituals and dress as androgynes.40 This is true also of

Amazonian shamans and celtic priests (ancient and modern), as well as

the Indian hijras. The hijras, who go back into the mists of Hinduism,

are a religious community of men who “dress and act like women and
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whose culture centers on the worship of Bahuchara Mata, one of the

many versions of the Mother Goddess worshipped throughout India.”41

A recent book tracing the history of gay male spirituality argues that

“gender-variant men have fulfilled a sacred role throughout the millen-

nia.”42 In American Indian religious practice, homosexual transvestite

males—berdaches—have often functioned as shamans. For example,

among the Navajo the nadle, a feminized male, served as a reconciler of

conflict. According to an expert in the field, the “asexual priest-shamans

. . . true hermaphrodites, dressing and behaving like women,” have a

priestly function because “they combine the two cosmological planes—

earth and sky—and also from the fact that they combine in their own

person the feminine element (earth) and the masculine element (sky).

We here have ritual androgyny, a well-known archaic formula for the . . .

coincidentia oppositorum [“the joining of the opposites”].”43 The same phe-

nomenon in different garb is appearing in our time.

A disturbing trend is now being identified—young people declar-

ing themselves “homosexual” at earlier and earlier ages. Bisexuality is

cool on many high-school campuses, to keep options open.44 The Utne

Reader, promoting the Gay Straight Alliance, which is active in schools

to encourage children as young as thirteen to “come out” as gays or les-
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bians, says that for young people, “sexual identity can be fluid . . . it’s

not so absolute . . . this means rejecting the labels of male and female.

If you erase those lines, then the whole thing changes.”45 What they are

erasing is Genesis 1:27: “So God created man in his own image . . . male

and female he created them.” The “whole thing” is quite simply the

redefinition of human society and personal sexual identity.

Is this abnormal? Is this socially and historically revolutionary?

Recently a coalition of medical, mental health, and religious organizations

produced a booklet, Just the Facts About Sexual Orientation and Youth, and

mailed it to the heads of all 14,700 public school districts. The booklet

declares with disarming moral certitude that homosexuality is not abnor-

mal. Ken Jennings, executive director of the Gay, Lesbian and Straight

Education Network, was surely right, however, when he observed: “I

think this is a history-changing moment.”46 Changing the moral sensi-

bilities of the next generation will certainly change history. Though rarely

pointed out, the actual fact is both how much this social trend erases the

4,000-year-old Judeo-Christian and western understanding of reality and

gives expression to an essential notion of pagan spirituality.

The “ascended Masters” of contemporary occultism are having a

grand old time. One of them, the spirit-guide of a prominent New Age

writer, Barbara Marx Hubbard, reveals that sexual identity confusion

in young people is a good thing, because in the New Age, people will

be androgynous. Androgyny is part of the neo-pagan utopian vision

and fits with the beliefs and hopes of Wiccan feminists. Emily

Culpepper, an ex-Southern Baptist and now a lesbian pagan witch, sees

gays and lesbians, in her words, as “shamans for a future age.”47 Virginia

Mollenkott, calling herself “an evangelical lesbian feminist,” describes

gays and lesbians as “God’s Ambassadors.”48 Rosemary Ruether

believes androgyny is the sexual ideal.49

The pagan vision seems to be progressing according to plan.
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Traditional values are not winning.50 On the cutting edge of culture

and in the high schools of the land, they are losing big-time. In a moral

climate where democratic theory has recently freed itself of transcen-

dent values and theistic underpinnings in favor of polyvalent pagan

practice, nothing short of a spiritual revival can stop the rot.

Though often pushed as an agenda of civil rights of the same nature

as civil rights for minority races, the homosexual/androgynous revival is

surely deeply connected to the revival of pagan esoteric spirituality in our

time. What is the relationship? Why call homosexual androgyny pagan?

The Pagan Religious Significance of Androgyny/Homosexuality

Androgyny, the joining of male and female in the same person, reflects

and confirms the experience at the heart of pagan monism—namely, a

mystical moment where distinctions disappear and opposites are joined

together. This is not to suggest that everyone engaging in such activity

thinks about the ultimate spiritual stakes.51 For most people, ignorance

is bliss. However, the link between androgynous sexuality and spiritu-

ality is explicitly established by influential pagan theorists in both the

ancient and the modern world. Their explanations, though separated by

vast distances and great periods of time, are strikingly similar and thus

independently testify to the coherent connection this chapter seeks to

underline. Eliade saw androgyny in many traditional religions as “. . . an

archaic and universal formula for the expression of wholeness, the co-

existence of the contraries, or coincidentia oppositorum . . . symboliz[ing]

. . . perfection . . . [and] ultimate being.”52

The basir, “asexual priest-shamans . . . true hermaphrodites, dress-

ing and behaving like women,” have a priestly function because they

combine earth and sky, feminine and masculine in a ritual androgyny,

a well-known archaic formula for the coincidentia oppositorum.53

The androgyne is the physical symbol of the pagan spiritual goal,

which is the merging of two distinct entities, the self and God, and a

mystical return to the state of godhead prior to the mistake of physical
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creation. On the sexual plane, the homosexual androgyne affirms his

power by willingly joining what God has put asunder. A gay leader at

a Pagan Spirit Gathering in 1985 made this spiritual claim: “We feel

there is a power in our sexuality . . . [a] queer energy that most cultures

consider magical. It is practically a requirement for certain kinds of

medicine and magic.”54

The physico-theological mechanism seems to function as follows:

Androgynous persons, whether homosexual or bisexual, are able to

express within themselves both sexual roles and identities. In the sex

act they engage both as male and female and thus taste in some form or

other both physical and “spiritual” androgyny.55 As in classic monistic

spirituality, they have, on the physical plane, joined the opposites,

“proving” and experiencing that there are no distinctions. Just as the

distinctions inherent in heterosexuality point to the fundamental the-

istic notion of the Creator/creature distinction, so androgyny in its var-

ious forms eradicates distinction and elevates the spiritual blending of

all things, including the idolatrous confusing of the human and the ani-

mal with the divine, as Paul showed in Romans 1:18-27.

Contemporary gay thinkers make the same point. J. Michael Clark,

professor at Emory University and Georgia State University, a gay

spokesman, turns to Native American animism for an acceptable spiri-

tual model. Specifically, the berdache, an androgynous American Indian

shaman, born as a male but as an adult choosing to live as a female, con-

stitutes a desirable gay spiritual model. The berdache achieves “the

reunion of the cosmic, sexual and moral polarities”56 or the “joining of

the opposites.” How interesting that the berdaches were known as “sacred

Balancers,” unifying the polarities to “nurture wholeness.”57 One can-

not help but recall that the great vocation of Anakin Skywalker in the

Star Wars series is to balance the two sides of the force.58

CONCLUSION

It is evident that sexual perversion and the elimination of sexual dis-

tinctions are not incidental footnotes of pagan religious history but rep-
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resent one of paganism’s fundamental ideological commitments. As we

have noted, the pagan priesthood is identified, across space and time,

with the blurring of sexual identity via homosexual androgyny.59 If his-

tory is a wise teacher, we may surely conclude that paganism will always

give enormous priority to destroying God-ordained monogamous het-

erosexuality and to promoting androgyny in its varied forms.

Though we must be concerned with the scriptural interpretations

and practices of our evangelical egalitarian brothers and sisters in order

to show the clarity and importance of the biblical message about cre-

ational sex, it is nevertheless true that the real opponent in the Sex

Wars,60 as in the Spirit Wars,61 is not Christian feminism but the fiercely

anti-Christian religious paganism that now surrounds us on every side.

Joseph Campbell, one of the spiritual creators of Anakin and Star

Wars,62 was an apostate Roman Catholic who sought wisdom in the

pagan myths and delivered much of it on public television.63 He

describes the calling of every human being, though born in one sex or

the other, to transcend duality. This is to be done, as in the ancient mys-

tery religions, by undergoing a series of initiations (or mystical experi-

ences), whereby the individual “realizes that he is both mortal and

immortal, male and female.”64 This is a socially explosive message in a

time of sexual and religious chaos. How explosive? We can get some

idea of the power of this modern paganism by measuring the world-

wide success of the Lucas movies—and then realizing that this is just a

drop in a bucket of constant indoctrination going on in the media, in

the public schools, and on the university campuses. As our modern

world more and more brings together western material success and

eastern spirituality and unites the globe around the twin notions of eco-

nomic well-being and the spiritual unity of all religions, it is not diffi-

cult to see that the next great opponent of Christian truth will be

triumphant, globalist paganism—in both its spiritual and sexual forms.
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DIFFERENCE: ETERNALLY FIXED

SEXUAL IDENTITY FOR AN AGE OF

PLASTIC SEXUALITY

Danie l  R.  Heimbach
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Abstract: “Plastic sexuality” is the idea that sexual identity has no fixed

meaning and that anyone can shape his or her sexual identity any way

he or she chooses. This view, now sweeping academic circles and over-

flowing into popular culture, is growing because it denies there is any

objective basis for fixed gender roles in any sort of human relationship—

in work, in play, in the family, in religion, or even in procreation.

Christians can oppose this by showing the Bible teaches that differences

in human sexual identity are fixed for eternity.

Christians have always believed that the meaning of human sexual iden-

tity involves something more than biological reproduction. Even out-

side the church, few have disputed the idea that who we are as sexual

beings involves something more than physical form. Yet, when we start

looking at what this “something more” might be, agreement breaks

down rather rapidly because we find deep differences of opinion about

whether or to what degree sexual identity is fundamental to actually

being human. This will be clear after asking a few simple questions.

Is sexual identity something basic to humanity itself, or is it sim-

ply peripheral? Do sexual differences matter even at the most funda-

mental level of human existence, or is sexual being ultimately irrelevant



at the core of human identity? Does basic human identity lie beyond

whatever differences divide men from women and women from men?

Or is the division between male and female humanity essential to who

we are as human beings? In theological terms the issue has to do with

whether differences in sexual identity will characterize human exis-

tence eternally. Or will they someday come to an end? Will sexual being

remain when we who know Jesus Christ are raised to a state of sinless

immortality at the return of Christ, or will it pass away along with pain,

suffering, and death when the present order is replaced by a new

heaven and earth (Rev. 21:1-4)?

After commenting on the relevance of an opposing way of think-

ing now arising in contemporary western culture, I will present argu-

ments to support why I believe Scripture teaches there is an eternal

dimension to the difference that distinguishes male from female

human beings. These arguments will also serve to explain why I think

this particular biblical doctrine is pivotal for Christians right now as we

battle the culture over the meaning of male versus female gender iden-

tity and the morality of gender roles in relationships between men and

women.

I. CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE OF THE ISSUE: THE RISE OF

“PLASTIC SEXUALITY”

Today the “essential” or “fixed” nature of human sexual identity is

under fire mainly because it stands in the way of the social and moral

deconstructionism that underlies hardline feminism and homosexual

militancy. The essentialist view of human sexual identity is the view

associated with traditional Christian morality. It refers to thinking

there is some objective reality that establishes a fixed, unchangeable

meaning to the difference between men and women. It involves the

conviction that while men and women share a common humanity,

there is something fundamental about human sexual identity that is not

the same when men as men are compared to women as women. And

not only is this difference real, it also is terribly important because it is

rooted in nature or in creation or in the will of God.

In recent years a growing number of social scientists have started

promoting a very different view concerning human sexual identity.

This view, sometimes referred to as the “constructionist” view, is based

on the idea that human sexual identity is something conditioned

entirely by the social and cultural history of a people and by personal
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choice. Constructionists claim there are no fixed features that define

or restrict who we are as sexual beings, and so of course there can be

no moral boundaries that depend on thinking sexual differences are

actually real.

Constructionist scholars writing for academic journals and books

are now saying that human sexuality is “plastic,” by which they mean

individuals are free to “shape” their sexual identities any way they

choose. Adrian Thatcher explains that “plastic sexuality” is the idea that

human sexuality is something “malleable,” something “able to adjust

to changing circumstances”; that is, a person’s sexual identity is some-

thing “in his or her control.”1 And social scientist Milton Diamond

claims a person can “develop and express his or her potential in any

direction, on all levels of sexuality, without attaching a negative value

to any variation just because it is different.”2

In a similar vein, Andrea Dworkin, in Woman Hating, argues that

the categories “man” and “woman” are in fact “fictions, caricatures,

[or] cultural constructs” that are “demeaning to the female, [and a]

dead-end for male and female both.”3 John Stoltenberg, in Refusing to

Be a Man, goes so far as to claim that physical, biological differences we

think distinguish male from female and female from male are cultur-

ally determined as well.4 And Anthony Giddens, in The Transformation

of Intimacy, asserts:

“Sexuality” today has been discovered, opened up and made acces-

sible to the development of varying life-styles. It is something each

of us “has,” or cultivates, no longer a natural condition which an

individual accepts as a preordained state of affairs. Somehow, in a

way that has to be investigated, sexuality functions as a malleable

feature of self, a prime connecting point between body, self-iden-

tity and social norms.5
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Such thinking naturally rejects all fixed gender roles. In fact, the

logic of plastic sexuality deconstructs all normative standards—

whether moral, cultural, or even biological—that depend on thinking

differences between male and female are real. Of course, whatever sex-

ual ethic comes from such thinking has to wreak havoc with all efforts

aimed at generating or maintaining deeply human relationships

between men as men and women as women. Any ethic based on the

idea of plastic sexuality must naturally despise the notion of comple-

mentary difference in sexual union; and it must ridicule evidence that

good might result from cooperation between fixed differences in sex-

ual identity. This means the idea of plastic sexuality in the end destroys

the social and moral foundations upon which the institution of mar-

riage depends. So proponents of plastic sexuality actually praise the

demise of traditional marriage as if it were some kind of moral goal.6

Indeed, what they seek is realization of an ironic notion of “sexual

equality.” The notion is ironic because while motivated by a desire to

improve human sexual relationships in the name of “equality,” their

goal, if realized, actually dehumanizes human sexuality by reducing

sexual identity to distinctionless, monolithic sameness incapable of

sustaining any meaningful relationship.

Ultimately the sort of moral thinking that arises from a plastic

notion of human sexual identity must be characterized by intentional,

self-conscious rebellion against God. Why? Because any moral per-

spective that denies there is any real or meaningful difference between

men and women at all has to result in an ethic that disdains the will and

work of the Creator.

Yet, even as the nonessentialist, plastic view of human sexuality

gains popularity in the culture, arguments justifying the position

remain weak.7 No anthropology denying the essential nature of human

sexuality can explain the mysterious depth involved in relationships
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joining men as men with women as women. Nor can it explain the per-

sistent power for both good or evil generated by interaction between

the sexes, a power that very obviously persists even where biological

reproduction is completely out of the picture.

Universal human experience leans another way, and even without

the Bible common experience warns Christians that perhaps we should

look more closely at what the culture is busy rejecting. While some

Christians seem beguiled by the song of sirens promoting a view of

sexual equality that denies the importance of sexual differences, evan-

gelicals must resist the trend by examining what gives meaning to dif-

ferences in human sexual identity.

II. THE IMPORTANCE OF DISTINGUISHING BEING AND FUNCTION

Before looking at direct evidence in Scripture, we should set the stage

with a little philosophical discussion. What I have in mind is something

just assumed in the Bible, but that we must make explicit in order to avoid

confusing influences arising from our culture. So before looking at what

the Bible says about the permanent nature of sexual being, we need to

understand the importance of distinguishing between sexual being per se

and functions that are assigned to men and women as sexual beings. If we

fail to see this distinction, we can easily misread Scripture and might fail

to appreciate how consistent the Bible is in all it says about norms that

govern the way men relate with women and women with men.

Any serious examination of the essential nature of human sexual

identity has to start by assuming that we can distinguish conceptually

between sexual being per se and sexual functions that relate to specific

sexual identity. It starts by understanding there is a conceptual differ-

ence between our existence as sexual beings and our acting on the basis

of either one of two specific sexual identities–either as male or female.8
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diversity; intersections of sexualities and ethnic identities.
8For further treatment of this distinction, see Helmut Thielicke, Theological Ethics, trans. John
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Indeed, one way to understand the basic division that separates com-

plementarians (Christians who teach the Bible requires respect for

gender roles) from egalitarians (Christians who deny there is any legit-

imate basis for gender roles) is that egalitarians follow the culture in

refusing to distinguish between sexual being and sexual function, while

complementarians oppose the culture by insisting they are different.

On this specific matter, egalitarians side with the thinking of contem-

porary social scientists who promote “plastic sexuality,” while comple-

mentarians do not.

By the being of human sexual existence we refer to men and

women insofar as both sexes are centers of transcendent worth, are

creatures uniquely privileged to bear the image of God, are moral

beings responsible for their own actions, and are persons worthy of

being “ends in themselves” and never just means to an end. By func-

tions in connection with human sexuality we refer to men and women

insofar as each acts in ways shaped by his or her specific gender iden-

tity and is assigned responsibilities in relationships with other sexual

beings that are specific to their gender identities. Sexual functions affect

matters that go beyond the sexual being of mere individuals. They are

what defines human sexuality to the degree it involves interaction and

relationship between persons in ways defined by specific sexual iden-

tity. These interactive functions or relationships shape the meaning of

human sexuality in the context of community. They concern the

meaning of human sexuality as it has to do with reproductive capaci-

ties, assignments, achievements, and goals—what the Bible calls being

“united” (Gen. 2:24) and being “fruitful” (Gen. 1:28).

Because human sexual existence involves both being and function,

ways of understanding human sexuality that focus on one and not the

other, ways that fail to distinguish one from the other or that reduce

the whole meaning of special identity to one at the expense of the other,

must be deficient. But failure to accept both together risks something

more than deficiency. It also invites perversion. The result will be

wrong not just because someone might dislike it, but because it actu-

ally dehumanizes human relationships.

On the one hand, ways of understanding human sexuality that

emphasize function over being lead to the perversion of slavery. Slavery

is abhorrently perverted precisely because a person’s inherent worth as

a human being is denied. He or she is valued only in reference to func-

tion with no reference to his or her value as a human being per se. On
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the other hand, understanding human sexuality in a way that focuses

exclusively on the common value of sexual being with no place for

functional differences tends to leave relational aspects of human sex-

ual existence (sexual union and fruitfulness) barren and shallow to the

point of dysfunction. As a result, failing to distinguish between sexual

being and sexual function, or focusing on one at the expense of the

other, can only lead human sexual relationships into social, moral, and

spiritual confusion. If nothing defines functional differences between

male and female, then relationships involving gender identity are per-

verted and quickly degenerate into a mere struggle for power.

While distinguishing between sexual being and sexual function

helps us guard against slavery and relational confusion, it also removes

rational objections to the essentialist view of human sexuality. If we can

distinguish being from function, then there is nothing at all inconsis-

tent with thinking that sexual being may endure while functions may

change. Sexual being can be something fixed and unchanging, even if

some specific sexual functions cease (for example, the functions of

marriage and procreation) and others might be modified (perhaps the

function of headship).

III. BIBLICAL EVIDENCE THAT SEXUAL IDENTITY IS ETERNAL

Having set the stage by clarifying the difference between sexual being

and sexual function—something the Bible just assumes when it pre-

sents the equality of men and women but goes right on discussing gen-

der roles without any sense of contradiction—we now will consider

some direct evidence given in the Bible that lends strong support to the

essentialist view. Specifically we are going to find that the gender iden-

tity aspect of sexual being—the identity of men as men and women as

women—is something so profound, so very important to God, that it

is going to last throughout all eternity. And if God says the gender iden-

tity aspect of human sexual being is eternal, then it cannot be some-

thing culturally relative or plastic. Instead, it must be something very

real that must of course remain fixed throughout life on earth.

Looking at what the Bible teaches about human sexual identity and

whether it will cease or not is not an entirely new question. At least we

should not think we are the first Christians to examine Scripture for

answers. Augustine, in the fourth century, studied the question and con-

cluded that the Bible teaches that both men and women will keep their

specific gender identities beyond the resurrection and into eternity. In
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his case Augustine was responding to some who were saying women

would cease to be women after the resurrection. “There are some,” he

said, “who think that in the resurrection all will be men and that women

will lose their sex. . . . For my part, I think that those who believe that

there will be two sexes in the resurrection are more sensible.”9

How did Augustine reach this conclusion? Using Augustine’s

work for a guide and expanding upon his initial efforts, I will now lay

out and explain four biblically sound theological reasons for asserting

that God in the Bible clearly gives us an essentialist view of human sex-

uality. Two of these reasons come from the record of creation, and two

come from the promise of bodily resurrection and future eternal life

in an embodied state.

First, in the record of creation we understand that when God cre-

ated Adam and Eve, He created embodied spirits. God did not first cre-

ate nonmaterial beings and then in a second, separate action place them

into material bodies. Rather, each was created whole in a single divine

act of creation. Thus the being of each is presented as something we

might call “materialized spirit.” In other words, the creation record

teaches that men and women are beings who exist spiritually and phys-

ically at the same time. “The LORD God formed the man from the dust

of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the

man became a living being” (Gen. 2:7). Also, “the LORD God made a

woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her

to the man” (Gen. 2:22). Not only is human existence spiritual—it also

requires embodiment to be whole. So, if embodiment includes sexual

identity and if embodiment is essential to being human, then sexual

identity must be essential to human existence. Put another way, it is

only logical to assume that because God in creation made sexual iden-

tity essential to embodied human life, then absent specific revelation

to the contrary we must assume that sexual identity will always remain

essential to embodied human existence.

Second, the Bible supports an essentialist view of human sexual-

ity because when God created Adam and Eve, He demonstrated the

fact that human sexual identity has absolutely nothing to do with sin.

Of course, what we now experience of human sexuality certainly is

affected by sinful human nature. But human sexual identity has as such

never actually depended on being sinful. Indeed, Augustine saw that
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since Adam and Eve were sexual beings before the Fall, we have to con-

clude that sinful sexual desire does not have any necessary connection

with what it means to be a sexual being.10 And because human sexual-

ity existed without sin before the Fall, there is at least no moral reason

for opposing the idea that we shall continue to be sexual creatures after

God does away with all moral corruption—that is, after the entire cre-

ated order (including human beings) is released from the curse

imposed by God as a consequence of sin (Rom. 8:20-21).11

Third, the essentialist view of human sexuality is presumed in the

biblical hope of bodily resurrection because there is a restorative and

not just a reconstructive purpose in God’s promise of bodily resurrec-

tion. In the resurrection we will experience a continuity of being and

personal identity that links the new with what was old. We are told that

we will be “changed” (1 Cor. 15:51-52). But it is still “we” who shall

be changed. The subject remains the subject. At the resurrection, Paul

says, “the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the

mortal with immortality” (1 Cor. 15:53). Yet it is those same beings

who once were mortal who will then at the resurrection “clothe”

themselves with immortality. And since we know there will be conti-

nuity of personal identity, and because sexuality has always been part

of that identity, Augustine was led to say, “He, then, who created both

sexes will restore both.”12

Augustine first saw that because human sexuality existed before the

coming of mortality and the Fall (Gen. 2:25; cf. 2:17), we know sexual

being is not incompatible with human life in a state of sinless perfec-

tion. But he did not stop there. Augustine also understood from cre-

ation that human sexual identity is not merely good in the sense of

being sinless. It also is good in a constructive sense. That is, the good

of sexual being has to do with more than something it avoids, excludes,

or merely is not. It is also has to do with accomplishing something

commendable—something truly worthy that would or could never be

at all apart from God’s creation of sexual identity. In other words, God
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generated sexual being as good but also for good. At creation, human

sexual identity not only is without sin—it is also created for the pur-

pose of achieving something good. When God made Adam and Eve

male and female, He had in view the achievement of some very good

thing that can be achieved no other way—not even in the relationship

between human beings and God Himself. By creating male and female

human beings in two distinctly separate acts, God focused attention on

some good thing that can be achieved only because human life is sex-

ually differentiated. “The LORD God said, ‘It is not good for the man

to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him’” (Gen. 2:18). In this

statement, God revealed that human sexuality not only is a good thing

in itself—it is also for something good. It realizes some good thing that

does not exist apart from a relationship that consists of unifying the sort

of corresponding differences involved in human sexual identity.

This point adds even greater support to the principle we noted ear-

lier—the principle that absent specific revelation to the contrary, we

should assume that human sexual identity is eternal. If God says

human sexual identity is necessary in order to realize something He

declares good, and if He reveals no reason to think any good thing will

be left behind, then surely the resurrection must include the specific

sort of good for which God says complementary differences in human

sexual identity are intended. Of course, the meaning and purpose of

human sexuality may in that day rise to some higher level of signifi-

cance and completion, but it would not be logical to think it would ever

be worthless. While its worth may be enhanced, it can never be worth

nothing.

The argument that God’s promise of bodily resurrection pre-

sumes the essential nature of human sexual identity has additional

scriptural validation in accounts given by those who recognized Jesus

after His resurrection. It also finds validation in Paul’s revelation of an

immediate connection or relationship between sexual activity and the

bodies we have now and the purity of the eternal bodies we look for-

ward to having after the resurrection. Following Jesus’ resurrection, the

disciples recognized the same male human being they knew and loved

before the crucifixion. Peter boldly declared that “God has raised this

Jesus [i.e., the very same man] to life, and we are all witnesses of the

fact” (Acts 2:32). After Jesus’ resurrection, angels also testified to His

continuing male identity when they said, “This same Jesus, who has
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been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you

have seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11).

These accounts show that all who saw Jesus after His bodily res-

urrection just assumed that He remained a male human being. As

strong as this evidence may be, we must acknowledge that it is indirect.

The evidence is based on natural assumption with no clear evidence to

the contrary. But there is further evidence in the New Testament that

goes beyond conjecture. We also have direct evidence of continued sex-

ual identity after the resurrection in something Paul explains to new

believers in Corinth. Writing to the Corinthians Paul says something

about a link that is both strong and direct:

The body is not meant for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and the

Lord for the body. By his power God raised the Lord from the dead,

and he will raise us also. Do you not know that your bodies are mem-

bers of Christ himself? Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite

them with a prostitute? Never!

—1 COR. 6:13B-15

Here by divine inspiration Paul links sexual sin involving the bod-

ies we have now with the purity that must and certainly will charac-

terize the bodies we will have after the resurrection. Our sexual organs

themselves, in Paul’s bold language, are said to be “members of Christ”

and thus are parts of our future resurrection bodies—bodies that in

their entirety God “will raise” from the dead—bodies that in their

entirety God wants us to use now for His glory and that someday He

will also perfect for His glory through the resurrection. The logical

connection Paul makes here between our pre- and post-resurrection

bodies makes absolutely no sense (there is no logical lever connecting

one with the other) unless human sexual identity does in fact continue

to characterize human embodiment on both sides of the resurrection.

Fourth and last, the essentialist view of human sexuality is

expressed and thus affirmed in the way Jesus answered a group of

Sadducees who tried to stump Him with a question about marriage

after the resurrection. The Sadducees did not believe in a physical res-

urrection and thought they could confound Jesus with a question

about seven brothers who were each in succession married to the same

woman (Matt. 22:23-32). Whose wife would she be after the resurrec-

tion? If human sexuality is limited only to this life, then Jesus only

The Unchangeable Difference: Eternally Fixed Sexual Identity

for an Age of Plastic Sexuality 285



needed to explain that their question was irrelevant. If sexual identity

ceases after the resurrection, then any question about marriage follow-

ing the resurrection simply does not matter. For marriage along with

any other sort of relationship involving sexual identity would just be

impossible.

However, Jesus did not respond that way. He did not respond by

saying the question was completely irrelevant because marriage would

be impossible, but only that present practices will cease. “You are in

error,” he said, because “at the resurrection people will neither marry

nor be given in marriage.” They will, in that regard, “be like the angels

in heaven” (vv. 29-30). Indeed, the form of response given by Jesus

should be understood as confirming the ongoing existence of human

sexual identity per se.

So, for example, if there had been a conversation about toll roads,

and Jesus had said, “Come the resurrection, you will no longer pay

tolls,” the statement denying tolls would also be affirming the contin-

uing presence of highways. In the same way, by not denying the possi-

bility but merely denying the practice of marriage, the answer Jesus gave

points rather strongly toward the continuing presence of sexual iden-

tity even while denying further need (after the resurrection) for the

institution that now defines and protects its present function.

This is exactly what Augustine said in his day to refute some who

were claiming that female sexual identity will not continue after the

resurrection. Against this claim, Augustine argued that Jesus actually

affirmed that the [female] sex should exist [after the resurrection]

by saying, “They shall not be given in marriage,” which can only

apply to females; “Neither shall they marry,” which applies only

to males. There shall therefore be those who are in this world

accustomed to marry and be given in marriage, only they shall

there make no such marriages.13

This is not to say God has revealed an eternal purpose that explains

the value of sexual differences after the resurrection. But since God

never acts without purpose, and because we know marriage practices

will cease, we can only surmise that lasting sexual differences after the

resurrection indicate God must have some very profound eternal pur-

pose for manhood and womanhood. And it must be also that this last-
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ing purpose transcends present functions that require protection by

marriage.

While God has not revealed what it will mean to be male and

female after the resurrection, we should certainly trust His goodness

and should take comfort in knowing that His plans for eternal resur-

rected life without sin will far exceed every blessing and joy we have

known in this fallen world. At the same time we must resist speculat-

ing beyond what God actually reveals in Scripture. For on this subject

speculation can be as harmful as it is tempting, and if God thought we

should know more, he would certainly have told us.

IV. PLASTIC SEXUALITY AND THE EGALITARIAN POSITION

We have considered a new way of thinking now emerging in our cul-

ture that promotes the idea that human sexual identity is not fixed but

is instead malleable or plastic. I in turn have argued that Christians

must prepare to resist such thinking by studying reasons in the Bible

for believing that human sexual identity is something so deeply pro-

found and important to God it will last through eternity, and if it is eter-

nal, then it certainly cannot be culturally relative or plastic. I have also

noted how the idea of plastic sexuality reconfigures sexual ethics and

is especially opposed to gender roles. And in doing this I have also

pointed out how egalitarians and the advocates of plastic sexuality share

a common view of equality—one that fails to distinguish between sex-

ual being and sexual function.

As we close, I will add some comments about similarities I see, and

about which I think we should all be deeply concerned, between egal-

itarian teaching in the church on the one hand and the promotion of

plastic sexuality in the culture on the other. In view of biblical doctrine

concerning the eternally fixed nature of human sexual identity, pro-

motion of plastic sexuality amounts to a wager that erases sexual

boundaries at the cost of real significance and meaning. It promises

freedom from moral limitations at the price of perpetual shallowness.

And although Christian egalitarians continue to proclaim faith in the

authority of Scripture, and although they have never been so extreme

as those who openly espouse plastic sexuality, the egalitarian position

takes on this same wager. Egalitarians also sacrifice the meaning of sex-

ual difference for the sake of monolithic sameness.

The idea of plastic sexuality with its ethical ramifications is the

inevitable result of humanistic thinking when views about sexual iden-
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tity are severed from objective truth about who we are as sexual beings.

If the meaning and definition of human sexual identity is separated

from all fixed references and is left to arbitrary personal choice, we

should not be surprised that advocates then claim human sexuality is

arbitrary. Ironically, the idea of plastic sexuality requires a very pro-

found commitment to believing there is nothing at all profound about

sexual identity. Plastic sexuality is simply sex without purpose, and one

without purpose has no moral limits other than insisting that all moral

limits have to be rejected.

Christian egalitarians still believe human sexuality has some pur-

pose, but they so reconstruct what that purpose means that sexual dif-

ferences are all but irrelevant. For example, egalitarian Stanley Grenz

writes that “The basic purpose of our existence as sexual creatures is

related to the dynamic of bonding.” And he claims the problem for

which God made Eve as a solution was just the problem of “solitude.”14

But “bonding” for the purpose of companionship solving the problem

of solitude does not require sexual difference. Defined this way, human

sexuality fulfills its revisionist purpose whether sexual differences exist

or not. Thus, for egalitarians, sexual differences distinguishing men

from women are marginalized to the point of becoming unnecessary

or meaningless. In this way egalitarians end up arguing a position not

so very different from that taken by cultural advocates promoting plas-

tic sexuality.

Whether it is social scientists advocating plastic sexuality or evan-

gelicals promoting egalitarianism, both seem beguiled by a view of sex-

ual “equality” that leaves no room for deeply meaningful distinctions

in human sexual identity. Both pursue a view of equality that refuses

to accept complementary differences. Neither allows the sort of equal-

ity that has room for corresponding differences in function that do not

compromise the equal value of men and women as sexual beings. Both

insist on an idea of equality that focuses exclusively on monolithic

sameness. But if gender differences in human sexual identity really do

not matter—if in fact what we think are differences are actually just

transitory, cultural, or perhaps even unreal—then the idea of difference

based on separate sexual gender identities can sustain no real moral

value either. Then the idea that gender-based sexual differences sustain

or define any sort of normative standard must be rejected. Thus, it
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turns out, a way of thinking used by egalitarians to justify opposition

to gender roles is shared by advocates of plastic sexuality who use it to

deny that heterosexual marriage should be treated as a standard.

Convictions about the reality of enduring, meaningful difference

in human sexual identity—a difference so profound it can define and

sustain normative moral relations between men as men and women as

women—lies at the center of a colossal social, ethical, and ultimately

religious struggle now straining American life and culture. If fixed and

permanent differences in human sexual identity are ultimately unreal,

then God is a deceiver, and the Bible perpetrates enormous evil. But if

sexual differences are fixed and real, then the God of Scripture is true,

and Christian teachers must firmly oppose the tide of culture no mat-

ter how strong it gets. Scripture cannot be shaped to accommodate the

goals and assumptions of plastic sexuality, and teaching based on the

influence of plastic sexuality in our culture has no place in the life of

the church.
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APPENDIX:
THE DANVERS STATEMENT

R

The “Danvers Statement” summarizes the need for the Council on

Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (CBMW) and serves as an

overview of our core beliefs. This statement was prepared by several

evangelical leaders at a CBMW meeting in Danvers, Massachusetts, in

December of 1987. It was first published in final form by the CBMW

in Wheaton, Illinois in November of 1988.

RATIONALE

We have been moved in our purpose by the following contempo-

rary developments which we observe with deep concern:

1. The widespread uncertainty and confusion in our culture

regarding the complementary differences between masculinity and

femininity;

2. the tragic effects of this confusion in unraveling the fabric of

marriage woven by God out of the beautiful and diverse strands of

manhood and womanhood;

3. the increasing promotion given to feminist egalitarianism with

accompanying distortions or neglect of the glad harmony portrayed in

Scripture between the loving, humble leadership of redeemed hus-

bands and the intelligent, willing support of that leadership by

redeemed wives;

4. the widespread ambivalence regarding the values of mother-

hood, vocational homemaking, and the many ministries historically

performed by women;

5. the growing claims of legitimacy for sexual relationships which



have Biblically and historically been considered illicit or perverse, and

the increase in pornographic portrayal of human sexuality;

6. the upsurge of physical and emotional abuse in the family;

7. the emergence of roles for men and women in church leader-

ship that do not conform to Biblical teaching but backfire in the crip-

pling of Biblically faithful witness;

8. the increasing prevalence and acceptance of hermeneutical odd-

ities devised to reinterpret apparently plain meanings of Biblical texts;

9. the consequent threat to Biblical authority as the clarity of

Scripture is jeopardized and the accessibility of its meaning to ordinary

people is withdrawn into the restricted realm of technical ingenuity;

10. and behind all this the apparent accommodation of some

within the church to the spirit of the age at the expense of winsome,

radical Biblical authenticity which in the power of the Holy Spirit may

reform rather than reflect our ailing culture.

PURPOSES

Recognizing our own abiding sinfulness and fallibility, and

acknowledging the genuine evangelical standing of many who do not

agree with all of our convictions, nevertheless, moved by the preced-

ing observations and by the hope that the noble Biblical vision of sex-

ual complementarity may yet win the mind and heart of Christ’s

church, we engage to pursue the following purposes:

1. To study and set forth the Biblical view of the relationship

between men and women, especially in the home and in the church.

2. To promote the publication of scholarly and popular materials

representing this view.

3. To encourage the confidence of lay people to study and under-

stand for themselves the teaching of Scripture, especially on the issue

of relationships between men and women.

4. To encourage the considered and sensitive application of this

Biblical view in the appropriate spheres of life.

5. And thereby

—to bring healing to persons and relationships injured by an inad-

equate grasp of God’s will concerning manhood and womanhood,

—to help both men and women realize their full ministry poten-

tial through a true understanding and practice of their God-given

roles,

—and to promote the spread of the gospel among all peoples by
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fostering a Biblical wholeness in relationships that will attract a frac-

tured world.

AFFIRMATIONS

Based on our understanding of Biblical teachings, we affirm the

following:

1. Both Adam and Eve were created in God’s image, equal before

God as persons and distinct in their manhood and womanhood.

2. Distinctions in masculine and feminine roles are ordained by

God as part of the created order, and should find an echo in every

human heart.

3. Adam’s headship in marriage was established by God before the

Fall, and was not a result of sin.

4. The Fall introduced distortions into the relationships between

men and women.

—In the home, the husband’s loving, humble headship tends to be

replaced by domination or passivity; the wife’s intelligent, willing sub-

mission tends to be replaced by usurpation or servility.

—In the church, sin inclines men toward a worldly love of power

or an abdication of spiritual responsibility, and inclines women to

resist limitations on their roles or to neglect the use of their gifts in

appropriate ministries.

5. The Old Testament, as well as the New Testament, manifests the

equally high value and dignity which God attached to the roles of both

men and women. Both Old and New Testaments also affirm the prin-

ciple of male headship in the family and in the covenant community.

6. Redemption in Christ aims at removing the distortions intro-

duced by the curse.

—In the family, husbands should forsake harsh or selfish leader-

ship and grow in love and care for their wives; wives should forsake

resistance to their husbands’ authority and grow in willing, joyful sub-

mission to their husbands’ leadership.

—In the church, redemption in Christ gives men and women an

equal share in the blessings of salvation; nevertheless, some governing

and teaching roles within the church are restricted to men.

7. In all of life Christ is the supreme authority and guide for men

and women, so that no earthly submission—domestic, religious, or

civil—ever implies a mandate to follow a human authority into sin.

8. In both men and women a heartfelt sense of call to ministry
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should never be used to set aside Biblical criteria for particular min-

istries. Rather, Biblical teaching should remain the authority for test-

ing our subjective discernment of God’s will.

9. With half the world’s population outside the reach of indigenous

evangelism; with countless other lost people in those societies that have

heard the gospel; with the stresses and miseries of sickness, malnutri-

tion, homelessness, illiteracy, ignorance, aging, addiction, crime, incar-

ceration, neuroses, and loneliness, no man or woman who feels a

passion from God to make His grace known in word and deed need

ever live without a fulfilling ministry for the glory of Christ and the

good of this fallen world.

10. We are convinced that a denial or neglect of these principles will

lead to increasingly destructive consequences in our families, our

churches, and the culture at large.

We grant permission and encourage interested persons to use, reproduce, and dis-

tribute the Danvers Statement without charge. Or you may visit the CBMW

webstore (www.cbmw.org) or contact us (888-560-8210) to place an order for

printed copies, which are available for a small fee.
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