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Can the Women in Your Church Do Everything the Women in the Bible Do?

When | look at the questions from our Basics classes, one question shows up again
and again, written by different hands across different sessions:

e “Why do you believe women can be in authority?”

o “Expand biblically on women elders.”

e “1 Corinthians 14:34...women silent in church?”

e “What do you do with Paul’s restrictions on women?”

| realize these questions are weighted with years of church experience, theological
wrestling, and for many people (especially women!), a deep ache around whether their
gifts really count in the kingdom of God.

Some asking these questions grew up in churches where women could teach children
but not teenagers. Or where women could lead worship but never preach. Or where
gifted women joyfully did the work of pastoring but were never allowed to use that title.
Perhaps you’ve felt the inconsistency (I know | did early on)... the arbitrary lines that
shift from church to church, leaving many wondering: which model is actually
biblical?

Others asking these questions grew up assuming men and women are equal partners
in everything, and they’re genuinely confused why the church is still having this debate
at all.

| genuinely get both sides. Before | respond to the questions directly, | want to say a bit
about how | got here. Then I'll share what | believe Scripture teaches and how this
takes shape in our church.

A Word Before We Begin

| need to say this up front: there are few topics within evangelicalism that have stirred
more debate, more research, and more disagreement among good and godly
Christians who affirm the full authority and inspiration of Scripture than this one.

Brilliant, faithful, Spirit-filled scholars land on both sides. Pastors | deeply respect.
Brothers and sisters in Christ who would die on the hill of biblical authority in a
heartbeat. Men who lead complementarian' churches. Women | know and love who
take the Bible seriously and yet hold complementarian convictions about their own



roles. And churches that restrict women from certain leadership positions are
producing disciples, planting churches, and bearing gospel fruit all over the world.

So | do not claim to have the be-all-end-all perspective here. Not even close.

What | can offer you is my journey, my wrestling with Scripture, and how our church
has landed on this, knowing full well that we could be wrong, that we’re holding this
conviction with humility, and that we extend grace and full partnership to brothers and
sisters who see it differently.

If you disagree with me after reading this, | hope you'll still call me brother and worship
Jesus with us. We have people in our own church community who hold
complementarian convictions and yet choose to serve and lead alongside us, because
we've agreed together that this is a secondary issue, not a primary one. We're
modeling something the watching world desperately needs to see: Christians who
hold different convictions on disputable matters while maintaining deep unity in
Christ.

Because here’s what | am certain about: Jesus is Lord, and the Scriptures mediate His
authority over His Church. The gospel is saving lives. The Holy Spirit is moving in
power as people admit their need for Christ’s forgiveness and healing. And the Church
belongs to Him, not to us.

With that foundation, let me tell you how I got here.

How | Got Here

| grew up at Calvary Chapel Costa Mesa during the tail end of the Jesus Movement.
My parents were worship leaders under Chuck Smith, and | was essentially raised
backstage at one of the largest megachurches in America.

Calvary Chapel in those early days did celebrate women in ministry. Corrie Ten Boom,
Kathryn Kuhiman, Anne Graham Lotz... these are just three examples of women who
were platformed, honored, and affirmed.?

But over the decades, something shifted. The openness to women in leadership
narrowed.2 Not just at Calvary Chapel, but across much of the theologically
conservative evangelical world (a world | still consider myself a part of). | didn’t begin to
question the contours of this shift until | was years into ministry myself.

| was a youth pastor in the early 2000s, leading summer and winter camps. A woman
could teach elementary school kids, no problem. But at youth camps, if a woman was
going to speak to the whole co-ed group, she would probably need a man “co-



teaching” with her on stage. Unless it was a “special topic” like dating or relationships.
Then she could speak alone without raising eyebrows.

Something about this felt off to me.

The boundaries weren’t consistently defined across churches. Some said women
couldn’t teach a co-ed group past junior high age. Others said high school was fine,
but not adults. Still others said women could teach adults in small groups but not from
a pulpit on Sunday.

What struck me most: few of these churches agreed on where the line even was. If
Scripture offered a clear, universal command about women teaching or leading, you
would expect disagreement mainly about obedience. But what | was seeing instead
was a disagreement about definition... about where the boundary even existed in the
first place.

Every church drew the line differently, usually based on culture, comfort level, or
inherited local tradition rather than explicit biblical instruction.*

That was a tell for me. When faithful churches can’t agree on the specifics of a
restriction, it suggests we’re not dealing with a plainly stated, timeless command, but
with interpretations inferred from Scripture and shaped (often unconsciously) by
culture. And when a rule shifts from church to church based on cultural norms, it
becomes very difficult to argue that it represents God’s universal design for all people
in all places.

Three Realizations That Made Changing My Mind Possible

Before | talk about the three realizations, | want to offer a brief pastoral word.
Especially to those who may feel unsettled reading this.

Feeling unsettled is not a failure of faith. It’s often a sign of faithful discipleship.
Scripture never needs changing. But our minds always do, as Paul commands in
Romans 12:2. The Christian life is a lifelong process of renewal, learning again and
again to submit ourselves to God’s word.

Every generation reads the Bible through cultural lenses, often without realizing it.
Those lenses can quietly demand that the text say certain things in order for us to
belong or feel secure. But God invites us to do something better: to follow the text
where it leads, trusting that Jesus is already there.

What follows isn’t a story of drifting from Scripture, but of learning to read it more
honestly, humbly, and faithfully... in communion with the global Church.



My shift didn’t happen all at once. It happened through a series of “aha” moments that
moved me from “/ should probably rethink this” to “I need to actively champion women
in church leadership.”

Here are three of them:

Realization 1: The 80% Reality (and One Professor’s Humility)

A friend of mine teaches at a well-respected evangelical seminary. His father is a
prominent complementarian theologian, and he himself holds complementarian
convictions about marriage and church leadership.

In one conversation, he said something I’ve never forgotten:

“Evan, the best biblical scholars on either side of this debate admit humbly that they
can only be about 80% sure they’re right.”

Eighty percent.

Think about that. The most careful, faithful, Scripture-saturated scholars, after decades
of study, land at 80% certainty.

That realization forced me to admit something important: this is not a settled, slam-
dunk issue in the history of biblical interpretation. Faithful Scripture-abiding
Christians have landed in difference places.

That reality demands big humility and real curiosity from all of us.

Historically, the Church has been careful not to divide over questions that require this
level of interpretive humility. When certainty is partial, the Church often chosen
restraint, charity, and unity over rigid boundary-drawing.

So my conviction became this: if this question only allows for about 80% certainty,
then it cannot be a divide-over issue.

And from there, a second conviction followed. If faithful disagreement is real, then it is
wiser and more faithful to make space for the women whom God has clearly called,
gifted, and qualified, rather than to exclude them unnecessarily.

In other words, this is far from accommodating to cultural pressure. This is about
choosing charity in obedience to Scripture’s call to humility.



And when faithful disagreement remains, | would rather err toward celebrating and
empowering the gifts God is already giving than restricting them... wherever the
Scriptures allow.

Realization 2: Honoring the “Important but not Essential” Category
Not every biblical issue carries the same weight.

Some doctrines and ethics are essential truths Christians have confessed for
2,000 years: the Trinity, the incarnation, the resurrection, salvation by grace through
faith, the full authority of Scripture, loving neighbor and enemy, one-man-one-woman
marriage, the equal dignity of all people made in God’s image.

Other issues are important but not essential. Faithful Christians have disagreed on
baptism practices, spiritual gifts, end-times views, church governance... and yes,
women in leadership.

Our church stands firmly in the camp of historic Christian orthodoxy on the essentials.
But on important-but-not-essential issues, we hold our convictions with humility and
grace.

That’s why complementarians can serve in leadership in our church, so long as they’re
willing to live within our egalitarian framework and not undermine our shared authority.

In essentials, unity.
In non-essentials, liberty.
In everything, love.

Realization 3: Scot McKnight’s Brilliant Question

| was in the room when New Testament scholar Scot McKnight asked a question that
cut through the noise:

“Before we get caught up in the ‘can women preach or be pastors’ question, we
have a simpler one we should consider: Can the women in your church do
everything the women in the Bible do? Because they should.”

That question moves beyond abstract categories and the usual

complementarian/egalitarian5 debates, and it forces us to reckon with the whole
witness of Scripture:

e (Can women do what Deborah did: judge and lead God’s people?
e What Huldah did: speak prophetically to kings?
e What Priscilla did: teach men sound doctrine?



e What Phoebe did: serve as a deacon and trusted minister of the gospel?
e What Junia did: be counted among the apostles?6

If the answer is no, we have a problem. Because God clearly called, gifted, and used
these women in Scripture.

And speaking of Scripture ...

What Does the Bible Actually Say?

Let’s start with the big picture, then turn to the hard texts.

The Big Picture: From Genesis to Revelation

From the beginning, God creates humanity, male and female, as co-equal image-
bearers designed for partnership.

Genesis 2 describes woman as ezer kenegdo: a strong, corresponding helper. That
word ezer (helper) is often used of God Himself. It carries the sense of strength, not
subordination.

The Fall distorts this partnership. Genesis 3:16 names domination as a consequence of
sin, not a prescription of God’s design.

Jesus comes not only to forgive sin, but to begin restoring what sin has fractured.
Through His life, death, resurrection, and outpouring of the Spirit, Jesus ushers in New
Creation.

That restoration is not yet complete. But the Church is called to live as aforetaste of
what one day will be fully true: a community that resists domination and refuses
hierarchy as its organizing logic.

That’s why Paul can write in Galatians 3:28:

“There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

Paul isn’t just talking about salvation here. He’s talking about what baptism into
Christ creates. The Church is a new community where the old hierarchies no longer
determine status, authority, and belonging.

Difference remains.
But difference no longer determines rank or status.



If Galatians 3:28 only means “equal salvation but preserved hierarchy,” then it means
far less than Paul’s first readers would have understood it to mean.

Women in Leadership Throughout Scripture

Once you start looking, women in leadership are all over the place.

Across both Testaments, God repeatedly calls and empowers women to lead: Deborah
as judge and prophet, Huldah as authoritative interpreter of Scripture, Miriam and the
Proverbs 31 woman as worship and wisdom leaders. And in the New Testament, Junia

as an apostle, Phoebe as a deacon, Priscilla as a teacher, Lydia and Nympha as
church leaders, and women prophets shaping early Christian worship.

This appears to be God’s pattern throughout the Story.

What About the Restrictive Passages?

There are a few tough texts, no matter which side you land on. Let me offer what |
believe is a faithful way to read them.

1 Corinthians 14:34-35 - “Women should remain silent”

Paul writes 1 Corinthians to address disorder in worship. The Corinthian church was a
mess! People speaking in tongues without interpretation, church members suing one
another, prophets interrupting each other, and apparently even some weird sex stuff
going on between a guy and his stepmom. Just chaos everywhere.

In this same letter where he instructs women on how to prophesy publicly, Paul calls
three disruptive groups to (in the words of the great modern prophet Kendrick Lamar)
sit down and be humble:

1. Tongue-speakers without interpreters (v. 27-28) ... “Be silent”

2. Prophets interrupting each other (v. 29-30) ... “Be silent”

3. Women asking disruptive questions during worship (v. 34-35) ... “Be silent”

Paul’s issue here doesn’t seem to be gender, but order. The timeless authority of this
passage is that worship be intelligible, orderly, and edifying.

1 Timothy 2:11-12 - “l do not permit a woman to teach”

Paul writes to Timothy in Ephesus, a city shaped by the cult of Artemis.” The temple of
Artemis was led by women, and her cult elevated female religious authority in ways
that sharply contrasted with both Jewish and early Christian norms.



While scholars debate the precise extend to which Artemis worship shaped the
Ephesian church, few deny that it formed a significant part of the cultural and religious
backdrop of Paul’s ministry there (see Acts 19).

Many of the women in the Ephesian church would have been new converts from this
background, untrained in Scripture, and formed by a religious system where women
dominated men spiritually.

That helps frame Paul’s opening command:
“Let a woman learn in quietness and full submission.” (1 Timothy 2:11)

In the ancient world, this was not restrictive. It was radical. Paul insists that women be
learners. Students of theology. Disciples. That alone signals that he’s not interested in
silencing women, but rightly forming them.

Then Paul adds,

“I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man.” (1 Timothy
2:12)

That word translated “assume authority” (authentein) appears nowhere else in the New
Testament and only rarely in any other literature at the time. Unlike Paul’s usual word
for authority (exousia), authentein often carries a negative or forceful sense, something
closer to dominate. (In fact, “dominate” is the actual word in the first Latin translation of
the Bible here).

Because of that, many scholars understand Paul to be addressing a specific abuse of

authority,8 not issuing a universal ban on women teaching men for all time. In other
words, Paul may be saying: I’m not permitting untrained women, formed by false
teaching, to domineer over men in the church. They must learn first.

That reading fits both the Ephesian context and Paul’s broader ministry. After all, Paul
affirms women teaching elsewhere (Priscilla instructing Apollos),gassumes women
prophesy publicly in Corinth,10 and commends women like Phoebe and Junia as
leaders in the local church.

Taken together, the evidence seems to point toward Paul addressing a local crisis, not
establishing a timeless prohibition.

Recognizing that local context both honors Scripture’s authority and clarifies its
application. The timeless command here is that teaching and authority in the Church



be exercised by mature and faithful believers, and never in ways that dominate or
deceive.

“Husband of One Wife” - Does This Exclude Women?

In 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, one of Paul’s qualifications for elders and deacons is
“husband of one wife.”

Some people read this as: only men can serve as elders.

But pause and consider what that would require if taken as a rigid qualification rather
than a character description.

Paul would be excluding... Paul. No unmarried men allowed. Or widowers. Or men
whose wives die while they’re serving as elders. Even Jesus, God-in-the-flesh Himself,
would be barred from eldership as an unmarried Man.

And it wouldn’t stop there. Paul also says an elder must manage his own household
well and have children who are faithful or obedient. Read woodenly, this would exclude
childless men, men with kids too young to demonstrate obedience, and even faithful
fathers whose children later walk away from the faith.

Yet the Church has never read these qualifications that way, and for good reason. Paul
is describing the kind of person any elder should be.

This is about character, not biology or reproductive history. It’s about faithfulness and
maturity. The kind of person whose closest relationships demonstrate integrity.

If we already read these qualifications as descriptions of character rather than rigid life
requirements, then it’s inconsistent to treat gender differently from the rest of the list.
The whole passage deserves the same kind of reading

This reading aligns both with the text itself and with the way the Church has
consistently applied it.

How This Works at Park Hill
My wife Sandy and | have led our church together from the beginning.

We use the language “front and center” to describe how we lead. | often lead from the
front as the primary teacher on Sundays. Sandy leads from the center: shaping vision,

shepherding leaders, discerning direction, and holding our community steady in prayer
and wisdom. Teaching is not her primary calling, and that’s not a deficit. It’s a gift. She
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carries the responsibilities and authority that most of our church never sees, because
she’s leading from the center, not the spotlight.

Sandy isn’t the only one. Women serve at every level of leadership in our community.
Pastoral, elder, prophetic, theological, and organizational... alongside men, as spiritual
mothers and fathers within God’s family.

And this isn’t just about our church...

| didn’t have time or space in this essay to talk about the global Church, spanning
cultures and traditions... in which millions of churches (the vast majority) affirm women
serving on decision-making bodies and shepherding God’s people alongside men.

The fact that women are flourishing in leadership across the worldwide Church is
compelling evidence of the gospel at work and the Holy Spirit faithfully gifting and
empowering the whole body of Christ.

An Invitation
Here’s what | hope you walk away with:

This is about faithfulness to Scripture. Reading it carefully, contextually, and
consistently for the sake of building up the whole family of God.

| invite you to engage the hard passages head-on, even when that creates friction
within your own tribe. | invite you to read those passages in light of the whole Story,
from Genesis to Revelation, where God’s intention has always been partnership: men
and women bearing His image together, reflecting his glory side by side.

And even with all that said, I’'m still not 100% certain I’'m right on this topic. (I try to
remember that the best Bible scholars alive are only about 80% sure.)

But | am certain of this: Jesus came to restore what was broken. The Holy Spirit gifts
people without regard to gender. And the Church needs healthy spiritual mothers and
fathers, men and women, leading God’s people toward the throne of Jesus in worship,
wisdom, and love.

Maybe you’re a woman who’s been told (explicitly or implicitly) that your gifts don’t
quite fit in your local church. My hope is that this essay helps you hear the truth: your
gifts matter, and your voice matters. You were made in the image of God, and that
image is not fully displayed until you are flourishing in your calling within the Church.
Jesus has work for you to do.
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At the same time, | want to say this clearly and pastorally: realizing that truth
does not mean you should leave your church.

Many women who sense a call to teach or lead also love their complementarian
churches and continue to serve faithfully within them. If that’s you, | honor your
commitment to unity, patience, and love for your community. God is not waiting for you
to change churches before he can use you. He already is.

And we should be careful here. When we reduce “real” ministry to pulpit preaching or
eldership (where this conversation so often ends) we do violence to the whole body of
Christ. The Spirit’s work is far broader than any one role or office, and countless faithful
women are bearing beautiful fruit across the Church, in every theological tradition.

| believe this is a non-essential issue. Faithfulness looks different in different places.
And wherever you are, God sees you, calls you, and delights in the ways you are
already participating in His work.

And if you grew up complementarian like | did, and this essay feels like compromise, |
get that instinct. Deeply. But | want to humbly ask: what if this is what faithfulness looks
like?

Can we agree that the women in our churches should be able to do everything the
women in the Bible do?

And if the best scholars are only 80% sure on this question, can we agree it shouldn’t
be a doctrine to divide over? Can we humbly acknowledge that it may be wiser to err
on the side of celebrating one another’s gifts rather than restricting them?

If so, then let’s do this. Serve. Lead. Teach. Shepherd. Prophesy.

There is work to be done.
And we were designed to do it together.

Until then,

Evan

Footnotes

1. Complementarianism is the Christian conviction that while men and women are
equal in dignity, worth, and salvation before God, they are distinct in their God-given
roles, particularly in the home and the church. These distinctions are understood not
as the result of sin or culture, but as part of God’s good and intentional design,
revealed in creation and affirmed throughout Scripture. In practice, however,
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complementarianism is applied with significant variation. “Harder complementarian”
churches typically prohibit women from serving as pastors or preaching to co-ed
gatherings. “Softer complementarian” churches often allow women to preach and
hold pastoral titles, but not to serve as elders. Restricting women from the office of
elder tends to be the common thread. It was precisely this murkiness and practical
inconsistency —rather than a single biblical text—that first led me to question the
coherence of complementarianism as it is commonly applied.

. Corrie ten Boom regularly preached at Calvary Chapel Costa Mesa in the 1970s and
80s at Chuck Smith’s invitation, with Smith famously exhorting her from the pulpit,
“Give us the Word!” (Alex Murashko, “Corrie Ten Boom Delivers a ‘Word’ to Chuck
Smith’s Calvary Chapel Once Again,” The Christian Post, August 5, 2015). Kathryn
Kuhlman’s ministry was widely celebrated during the Jesus Movement; Lonnie
Frisbee and Chuck Smith appeared together on her television program I/ Believe in
Miracles (see Lonnie Frisbee, Wikipedia; lonnierayfrisbee.com/bio). Anne Graham
Lotz has also been connected to Calvary Chapel and has preached at Calvary Chapel
conferences, including Maranatha Chapel San Diego’s Patterns and Prophecy
Conference in 2014 (Adelle M. Banks, Religion News Service, August 4, 2023).

. By the 1990s and 2000s, Calvary Chapel had solidified a complementarian position,
restricting the office of pastor/elder to men. The Calvary Chapel Association’s
Philosophy of Ministry states: “I Timothy 1-3 sets out four qualifications for elders
and pastors: moral character, giftedness to teach, divine calling, and male gender.
God uses women in strategic ways, but pastoral authority and the teaching of
doctrine in the church is reserved for qualified men” (Calvary Chapel Association,
“Philosophy of Ministry: Male Leadership in the Pulpit,”)

. | have lost count of the number of times I’ve heard conservative Christians express
some version of the sentiment, “l just don’t feel like | can trust or take seriously a
woman preacher.” When our personal discomfort is elevated above careful biblical
reasoning, it’s worth asking whether we are being formed more by our culture than
by Scripture.

. Egalitarianism is the Christian conviction that men and women are equal in dignity,
calling, and authority in the family and the church, and that God does not assign
leadership or ministry roles on the basis of gender, but on the basis of calling,
gifting, and character.

Put simply:

Complementarianism = Equal worth, different roles.

Egalitarianism = Equal worth, same roles.
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. Whether Junia was truly an apostle remains a debated question, but many
respected scholars affirm that Romans 16:7 presents her as “outstanding among
the apostles.” Dr. Tim Mackie of The Bible Project is among those who argue that
Junia was not merely “sent out” in a generic sense, but genuinely recognized as an
apostle within the early church. On that basis, | find it most faithful to the text to
conclude that Junia was indeed a woman functioning at the highest level of
leadership in the early Christian movement.

. Dr Mike Bird does a good job of explaining why the Artemis cult matters for
interpreting 1 Timothy well. In his essay Reading 1 Timothy 2:11-15 in the shadow
of the Artimission, Bird notes that Acts 19 makes clear how deeply Artemis worship
shaped Ephesus. Paul’s ministry there provoked violent backlash because it
threatened the economic and religious power of the Artemis cult, whose adherents
accused Paul of “dishonoring the great goddess Artemis” (Acts 19:27). This cultural
backdrop is crucial for understanding the specific pastoral concerns Paul
addresses in Ephesus.

. Watch Cynthia Long Westfall unpack this passage masterfully.

. Acts 18:26 records that Apollos “began to speak boldly in the synagogue. Priscilla
and Aquila heard him. They invited him to their home and explained to him the way
of God more accurately.” The text presents Priscilla (named first) as an active
theological instructor of a learned male teacher.

10.1 Corinthians 11:5 assumes that women pray and prophesy within gathered

worship: “Every woman who prays or prophesies...” Paul’s concern is
not whether women speak, but how they do so: with dignity and order appropriate
to their cultural context.

11.Romans 16:1 commends Phoebe as a diakonos of the church in Cenchreae. This is

the same word Paul uses for male deacons and even for his own ministry,
indicating her recognized leadership role in the early church.
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