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BIBLICAL STUDIES 

Jesus, Power, and Gender Roles 

by S. Scott Bartchy 

These theses were first created as a "hand-out" to support teaching 
on "headship" as presented in Ephesians 5 that I was asked to do 
in seminars at Fuller Theological Seminary. They have grown and 
been modified in light of questions from those participating in the 
seminars. 

Yet the basic structure of the original draft of the theses has not 
been altered. I recognize that improvements in the structure will 
be necessary before these theses are expanded in some form. For 
example Theses #4 and #5 should be re-ordered as sub-points under 
Thesis #2. Thesis #28 is not a thesis at all-and there must be a bet­
ter way to introduce this question into the flow than I have found 
here. Furthermore, Theses #18-20 are all relatively long and tightly 
interrlated; perhaps the ideas.should be divided into smaller units 
than at present. 

I am swallowing a little pride and permitting the theses to be dis­
tributed "as is" because I am very interested in your response before 
I make further revisions and expansions in them. 

It seems to me that there is real dynamite set under the conven­
tional understanding of the husband as "decision-maker" by the 
observations that are presented in Theses #l 7-22. I am eager to learn 
if you also think so. If so, please suggest to me how I may express 
this insight more winsomely and persuasively-for I truly desire to 
persuade and not to alienate. 

Thank you for thinking with me on these very significant matters. 

HistoricalsExegetical Theses 

I.Jesus is not remembered to have discussed directly the issue 
• • of authority in marriage. Yet his teaching about power and 

privilege and their uses in human relationships is both central 
to his mission and the pattern for all inter-personal relationships 
between Christians. See, e.g., Mark 10:35-45. 

2. By his teaching and life Jesus re-defined the understanding of 
true and valid power. That is, he rejected using power to con­
trol others (and the presupposition that true power is in limited 
supply) and affirmed using power to serve others, to lift up the 
fallen, to forgive, to encourage maturity and responsibility, and 
to give power to the powerless (for which the presupposition 
is that there is no lack in the supply of such authentic power). 
(See, e.g., Ephesians 4:15-16.) 

3. The Holy Spirit continues this understanding and practice of 
power in the early congregations. Indeed, the Holy Spirit pro­
vides precisely this kind of power in unlimited amounts ac­
cording to the growing capacity of each Christian. (However the 
Holy Spirit may be perceived in relation to the issue of author­
ity in the Christian community, this Spirit does not maintain 

S. Scott Bartchy is on the faculties of Westwood Christian Founda­
tion and the Department of History, UCL.A., Los Angeles, CA 90024. 

dependency relationships or provide power for one Christian 
to use in controlling other Christians.) 

4. Jesus' insistence on equality for women and men with respect 
to the laws of marriage and divorce is consistent with his teaching 
about power and may be regarded as a direct application of that 
teaching to husband-wife relationships (Matt 19:3-9/5:31-32; Mk 
10:10-12). 

5. Jesus led his male disciples in not regarding women as sex­
objects, thus opening the possibility of a mixed group 
(male/female) of disciples traveling with him as well as of women 
functioning as his representatives (see John 4 and the initial resur­
rection appearances-Matthew, Mark, Luke and John!). 

6. Paul applies Jesus' definition of power as strength for serving 
others rather than as control over others in his reply to the sex­
ually ascetic "pneumatikoi" ("spiritual ones") in Corinth, when 
he urges that the husband belongs to the wife in the very same 
way (homoios) as the wife belongs to the husband (1 Cor. 7:2-5), 
when he addresses both women and men regarding divorce (call­
ing on Jesus' authority; 7:10-13), and when he notes that a Chris­
tian woman (as well as a Christian man) has the power to make 
"clean" a marriage to a non-believer (7:14-16). 

7. Paul also implicitly calls in question the authority of the oldest 
male family member (patria potestas) by addressing Christian 
women without reference to their husbands' authority as well 
as Christian slaves without reference to their owners. 

8. Paul specifically and forcefully applies Jesus' definition of power 
in Ephesians 5:21, where self-subordination to other Christians 
is presented as the third characteristic of the Spirit-filled life. This 
exhortation is underlined by a strong reference to respect for 
Christ himself. (See also Philippians 2:3-5 and Romans 12:10.) 

9. This exhortation for mutual subordination is applied to Chris­
tian wives in 5:22. The strong connection between vs. 21 and 
vs. 22 is stressed by the continuation of the theme and espe­
cially by the reliance in vs. 22 (in which there is. no verb) on 
the verb "subordinate yourselves" in vs. 21. (Thus no paragraph 
division between vs. 21 and vs. 22 can be permitted.) 

10. This exhortation for mutua!subordination is applied to Chris­
tian husbands in Eph. 5:25-33a, where husbands are exhorted 
three times to love (agapao) their Christian wives by special ap­
peal to Christ's use of power in his relation to his Church-which 
led to his sacrificial death. 

11. Indeed, the exhortation to Christian wives in Eph. 5:22-4 is based 
on a tight comparison of the husband to Christ and the wife to 
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the church, in which Christ is described as "the head''' of the 
Church and thus the husband as "the head" of the wife; and the 
wife's subordination to her Christian husband is further moti­
vated by the example of the Church's subordination to Christ. 

12. Yet because of the common metaphorical uses of "head" in 
English, we must note very carefully that the term for "head" 
in Koine Greek (kephale) rarely carries the metaphorical mean­
ing of "one who possesses superior power or rank" (such as in 
"head of a company" or "head of the family"). The common 
Greek metaphorical usage of kephale to indicate "source" or 
"origin" made good sense to the original hearers/readers of Eph. 
5 as an important link to Genesis 2, the scriptural passage on 
which Paul was reflecting when writing Eph. 5:23-31 (as a 
"midrash"). 

13. But do not the common metaphorical meanings "source" and 
"origin" seem also to suggest some kind of priority for the hus­
band, a priority that is called on further to motivate the self-sub­
ordination of his wife to him (5:23)? The logic of the passage 
leads to this answer: "Source/origin"-language is linked to the 
self-subordination of the wife but not to any general or gender­
specific authority or decision-making role of the husband. 

14. In contrast to the various "chain of command" theories, it must 
be stressed that Paul did not develop the image of the man as 
"source/origin" of woman (Gen. 2) as a basis for urging husbands 
to function as decision-makers or for giving them permission 
to rule over their wives, but rather for motivating them to love 
(Eph. 5:28-29): "husbands ought to love their wives as their own 
bodies. He that loves his wife loves himself ... and the two shall 
become one flesh (Gen. 2:24)." 

The Holy Spirit does not maintain 
dependency relationships or provide 
power for one Christian to use in 
controlling other Christians. 

15. The women had been socialized to be submissive in all relation­
ships with men. They routinely subordinated themselves for 
psychological and physical survival, as well as for attaining their 
own ends by subtle means. Thus what is called for in Eph. 5 
is not so much a new behavior but a new motivation; and a new 
standard is presented by which these women must evaluate their 
continuing behavior as Christians and as wives. 

16. The men had been socialized to d.ominate women and to ex­
pect to be served by them. In marriage they expected to be 
served by women both younger and far less educated than they 
were. Thus what is called for in Eph. 5 is both a new behavior 
and a new attitude from these men. They also are confronted 
with a new standard by which they must evaluate themselves 
as Christians and husbands. 

17. Thus both husbands and wives as Christians were exhorted to 
subordinate themselves to each other. And although such mutual 
subordination seems to defy a healthy sense of "order" (so S. 
Clark), such an apparently paradoxical considering of others as 
"better than yourselves" (Phil. 2:3) formed the heart of all human 
relationships in the realm where Jesus is the Lord. 

18. If it should be asked: "Did Jesus ever subordinate himself to the 
Church?" the answer must be a clear "Yes, He did! And He con­
tinued to do so!" First of all He used his power in human rela­
tionships in such a self-subordinating manner that He finally 
"gave himself up" (Eph. 5:25) for his Church. His self-restraint 

and loving care in his use of his own power has been dramatically 
demonstrated by his obvious and concerned patience in response 
to the Church's various decisions not to remain without "spot 
or wrinkle" or "holy and without blemish" (Eph. 5:27). That is, 
his leadership of the Church has not been expressed by using 
power to control or coerce the Church "for her own good" or 
"his own good." 

19. Jesus' goal for his Church_:'attaining the full measure of perfec­
tion found in Christ" (Eph. 4:13, NIV)-determined his means 
for reaching that goal. That is, the kind of human maturity and 
community for which Jesus "gave himself up" could not have 
become possible through Christ's "loving domination" of the 
world. Rather, his authority among human beings rested in his 
radical integrity and was expressed through his ability to em­
power human beings to "become mature'!._not in his compelling 
them to do so. 

20. Thus Jesus did not use his power or authority to make his dis­
ciples' decisions for them nor did He seek to protect them from 
the results of their own bad decisions (think of Judas and Peter). 
Rather he proclaimed the Kingdom of God as the only sphere 
of authentic Reality and called human beings to make respon­
sible decisions in light of their real options. Jesus never encour­
aged his disciples to escape personal responsibility for their lives 
by turning over the task of decision-making to him. Indeed, Jesus 
could not have been true to himself nor to his goal for human 
life if he had made decisions for his disciples "for their own good." 
For his vision of "their own good" required that they learn to 
make their own responsible decisions in light of the new Real­
ity ("Kingdom of God") that he was making possible in their 
midst. 

21. Thus the sole force and purpose of the daring comparison of 
husbands to Christ in Eph. 5 was that of radically challenging 
tradition-honored male-dominant behavior. By no means could 
this text have been appropriately understood as "permission" 
to husbands to "have things their own way" or to think of them­
selves as the intermediary between their wives and God. 

22. Is it not then clear that the proper understanding of the daring 
comparison of husbands with Christ is totally dependent on the 
believer's understanding of who Christ is (Christology)? Thus it 
is significant that in Eph. 5 it is not Jesus the Lord who is de­
scribed but Jesus the Savior. (Although it must be stressed that 
to acknowledge Jesus as "Lord" is to accept a complete re-defini­
tion of "lordliness" in terms of servanthood.) The One who gave 
himself up for the Church and who has continued to do every­
thing he can to enable her to become all she is meant to become, 
he is the One presented by Paul in Eph. 5 as the example by 
which husbands were to measure their behavior. 

Hermeneutical Theses (Applying Eph. 5 to Our Situation in Western 
Culture) 

23. The goal of exegesis is to determine what a text meant to its 
firi;t hearers/readers. The goal of applied hermeneutics is to dis­
cern what the equivalent meaning/effect of that text would be 
in new circumstances, such as ours. 

24. The authority of a New Testament text dealing with human 
behavior lies first of all in the direction in which any aspect of 
first century behavior is being modified by the text in question 
(i.e. from wherever Christ encountered the new behavior toward 
maturity in Christ). 

25. Eph. 5 meant to give Christian women a new motivation for their 
behavior and an exhortation to practice "at home" the new kind 
of human relations they were experiencing "in Church." Mutual 
submission among men and women working together in the 
C.hristian community can provide models and experience for 
decision-making and life-together at home. 
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26. Eph. 5 meant to give Christian men an entirely new basis for 
relating to their wives, by which an especially strong appeal is 
made to Christ's sacrificial use of his power for the sake of the 
Church. These men are urged to treat their wives as they were 
learning to treat each other in Christ. Today, competition be­
tween Christian males both in the world and in the churches 
forms a significant basis for male insistence on "being in charge" 
at home. Experiences of mutual subordination among males "out 
of reverence for Christ" are very likely to be a prerequisite to 
practicing mutual subordination with their wives. 

27. No specific male role is affirmed by Eph. 5 or by 1 Cor. 11. Nothing 
is said about leadership or decision-making (in spite of the claims 
of many modern teachers). 

Jesus did not use his power or 
authority to make his disciples' 
decisions for them nor did He seek 
to protect them from the results of 
their own bad decisions. 

28. Question: What authority does the daring comparison of the 
husband to Christ in Eph. 5 give to Christian husbands that Christ 
does not give to Christian wives? The remaining theses are meant 
to be explorations for an answer. 

29. Any application of Eph. 5 that does not continue the direction 
of the change in behavior intended for the Christians in first­
century Asia Minor is a false interpretation that is to be rejected 
in the name of Jesus. 

30. Application of the "new direction" expressed in the remainder 
of this "Household Code" (Eph. 5 & 6-parents/children; owners/ 
slaves) would lead to recognition of children as "real people" 
(as Jesus did) in family life and to profit-sharing and participa­
tion of employees in the decision-making processes of the busi­
ness world. 

31. In light of Jesus' goal for every Christian, mutual submission 
in marriage between Christians of similar ages, education, and 
maturity should be characterized by sharing of decision-making 
and accountability to each other. Where there are significant 
differences in age, education, or maturity, the "senior" partner, 
in the marriage is obliged in Christ to overcome whatever 
dependencies such differences may encourage, in order to assist 
in the growth of the partner into "the full measure of perfection 
found in Christ." 

32. True authority "at home" or "at church" is experienced through 
those characteristics of personality that are most fully conformed 
to the "mind of Christ" (Phil. 2:5). 

THE GOSPEL AND URBANIZATION 
Theological Students Fellowship is among the co-sponsors of this con­

ference to be hosted by the Overseas Ministries Study Center April 
2:3-May 4. Conference leaders include Samuel Escobar, Raymond Fung, 
Raymond Bakke, Roger Greenway, and Michael Haynes. The first week 
will focus on urban evangelization; the second will concentrate on the 
role of the pastor. For further information, or to register for either or 
both weeks, use the form on the OMSC advertisement in this issue, or 
write to Box 2057, Ventnor, NJ 08406. 

SEMINARY CONSORTIUM FOR URBAN PASTORAL EDUCATION 
"Congregations, Cultures and Cities" is the theme for the 4th na­

tional/international congress on Urban Ministry to be held April 25-28 
in Chicago. The conference includes plenary sessions plus nearly 100 
working"sessions on biblical perspectives, present needs, urban policy 
and cross-cultural challenges to the church in the city. SCUPE is also 
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33. The passion to look after others by "doing good" to them in our 
own way (and to contribute to their dependency on us and our 
control over them) continues to be far more common than the 
desire to put into everyone's hands the means and power to look 
after themselves. Yet does not Christ's goal for each of us de­
mand that we"do all that we can to assist each other as brother 
and sister, as wife and husband, to become as "powerful in the 
Lord" as humanly possible? 

34. Neither the "gifts of the Spirit" (1 Cor. 12-14, Romans 12, Ephe­
sians 4) nor the "fruit of the Spirit" (Gal. 5:22-24) are gender­
linked. Thus every Christian, in all relationships including mar­
riage, is responsible first of all to God for developing the gifts 
that have been given, with husbands and wives bearing special 
responsibility for building up each other for the sake of the 
Church and the Kingdom of God. 

35. Since the primary relationship between men and women in 
Paul's communities was that of mutual aid according to the 
spiritual gifts each had uniquely received (1 Cor. 12), it should 
be asked: How are such a gifted woman and man ft'Om such a 
Body of Christ related differently to each other in principle with 
respect to their spiritual gifts (and the obligation to build each 
other up with them) if they should decide to marry each other? 

36. No specific guidelines can be found in Eph. 5 (or any other New 
Covenant text) for a unique division of gender-roles. Note for 
example: 

36.1 Fathers are exhorted to change their behavior toward their 
children in Eph. 6 not because they are more responsible 
than mothers are for children but because of their tradi­
tional authoritarianism in the home. 

36.2. Both mother and father are to be honored and obeyed (Eph. 
6). 

36.3. Both husbands (1 Tim. 3:4) and wives (1 Tim. 5:14) are urged 
to "rule their households." 

37. In light of the continued history of male domination in the 
various cultures of the world and the full infection of the Church 
with this domination that began with the Constantinian (Theodo­
tian) establishment of the Church, the concept "male headship" 
in marriage as such is not able to make a positive contribution 
to serious theological reflection on family life. Indeed, the preva­
lent uses of this concept to justify further male domination as 
God's order for the family call for forceful response in terms of 
servant-leadership as the only appropriate role for both wife and 
h.usband. 

38. The core of this reflection should be Christology: What does it 
mean for the relations between Christian men and women in 
marriage to confess that Jesus-as He lived, taught, treated peo­
ple, and died for them-has been exalted by God to the highest 
status of honor? How is hierarchy of any kind to be evaluated 
in light of his rejection of all privileges and power in terms of 
control and coercion? 

inviting churches, agencies or individuals to present workshops on the 
theme. For further informatibn write to SCUPE, 30 W. Chicago Avenue, 
Chicago, IL 60610; or phone (312)944-2153. 
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