
Gender in Church Leadership

- Notes based on christianity.org's article by Alyssa Roat 

Though neither the word “complementarian” nor “egalitarian” is found in the Bible, they 
can be a common topic of Christian debate. We don't seem to have a clear biblical 
egalitarian definition or complementarian definition. Those who hold to one or the other
—or a mixture of both—express differences in their interpretation of the Biblical text and 
directives. 
Conversations on the topic can get heated, especially as relating to women’s rights. The 
issue is complicated and can be daunting to approach without a full understanding of the 
terms used. 
So, before you head into the debate, let’s look at what these words mean and what is the 
main difference between the two. 

Complementarianism Definition 
The first tenet of complementarianism is that men and women are equal in personhood. 
There is no difference in worth. Rather, proponents of complementarianism believe that 
men and women have separate, though equal, roles in marriage, family life, the church, 
and elsewhere. 
The word “complementarianism” derives from the word “complement.” Just like 
complementary colors work well together to create beauty, or one aspect of a dish 
complements another, the idea is that men and women complement each other for a more 
beautiful whole. 
This view holds that masculinity and femininity were created by God as meaningful 
distinctions indicating different roles that, when embraced, will lead to the best possible 
spiritual wellbeing for believers. 

Egalitarian Definition 
Egalitarianism is defined as “a belief in human equality especially with respect to social, 
political, and economic affairs” or “a social philosophy advocating the removal of 
inequalities among people” by Merriam-Webster. 
In Christianity, egalitarians agree with complementarians that men and women are equal 
in worth. However, egalitarianism goes further to state that men and women are 
considered equal in role capabilities as well; there are no gender restrictions on what roles 
men and women can fulfill in the church, home, and society. 
This view holds that the teachings and attitudes of Jesus and the New Testament 
abolished gender-specific roles as well as roles related to class and race. 

Complementarian Beliefs 
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Though not all who call themselves complementarian will adhere to the same views, 
complementarianism is usually characterized by: 
- Belief that only men should hold church leadership positions over other men. Usually, 
women may hold positions that do not place them in authority over men. 
- A patriarchal view of the family, with the father as the head. 
- The view that a man should love his wife as Christ loved the church, and a woman 

should submit to her husband as the church submits to Christ. 

Egalitarians Beliefs 
Just like complementarians, not all egalitarians are of one accord. However, most would 
agree to the following: 
- Men and women can both hold church leadership positions. 
- Spouses are equally responsible for the family. 
- Marriage is a partnership of two equals submitting to one another. 
- Roles should be ability-based and not gender-based. 

Biblical Support for Complementarianism 
The complementarian case goes back to the Garden of Eden, where God says of Adam, 
“It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him” (Genesis 
2:18). This is said to be the first instance of a differentiation of gender roles, with Eve as 
a helper. 

In matters relating to marriage, Ephesians 5:21-33 is also a key passage. An excerpt 
states: 

“Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the 
husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of 
which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should 
submit to their husbands in everything. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ 
loved the church and gave himself up for her.” (Ephesians 5:22-25) 
In the realm of church leadership, Paul instructs Timothy in 1 Timothy 2:11-13, 
“A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a 
woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet. For Adam 
was formed first, then Eve.” 

Paul also outlines some guidelines for women in Titus 2:3-5, saying, “Likewise, teach the 
older women to be reverent in the way they live… Then they can urge the younger 
women to love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at 
home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word 
of God.” 
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Though there are further passages, these are some of the verses that most powerfully 
support complementarianism. 

Biblical Support for Egalitarianism 
The most important verse to the egalitarian position is Paul’s proclamation in Galatians 
3:28, which states, “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there 
male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 

Egalitarians also point to the frequency with which God in the Old Testament and Jesus 
in the New used women, considered secondary citizens at the time, as part of the 
redemption plan. Notably, they say, the first person to witness the resurrected Jesus and 
then relay the news to the disciples was a woman. 

The New Testament also holds references to women in positions of leadership and 
referred to as prophets, apostles, deacons, and house church leaders (see for example 
Romans 16:1-7, Colossians 4:15, 2 John 1:1,13, Acts 16:13-15). 
Further passages have been used to support the position as well. 

 Egalitarianism Response to  1 Timothy 2:11-13 
Before we conclude that this passage is “clear” we must consider the limitations 
of our English translations. The most problematic issue is the rendering of the 
verb authentein as “authority”. Authentein, from the Greek verb authenteō, is a 
word found only once in the Greek New Testament. It occurs in 1 Timothy 2:12 
where it is translated in the King James Bible as “to usurp authority.” 
This unusual Greek verb is also rarely found in extrabiblical texts, where it is 
usually associated with aggression. Authentein is translated as “domineer” in the 
Latin Vulgate and New English Bible and as “usurp authority” in the Geneva and 
King James Bibles. 
A study of Paul’s letters shows that he regularly used a form of the Greek 
“exousia” when referring to the use of authority in the church (see 1 Cor 6:12, 
7:4, 1 Cor 6:12, 7:4, 9:4-6, 9:12, 11:10, 2 Cor 2:8, 10:8, 13:10, Col. 1:13, 2 Thess 
3:12, Rom 6:15, 9:21).  So it is strange that some modern versions translate this 
simply as “authority”. Considering the context, it is likely that he was objecting 
to something other than the legitimate use of authority. If Paul’s meaning in 1 
Timothy 2:12 was simply about exercising, usurping, or even misusing authority, 
why didn’t he use a more common word that means authority? Why did he use a 
relatively rare word? Linda Belleville answers these questions: “The obvious 

3

https://www.biblestudytools.com/video/what-is-complementarity.html
http://www.christianity.com/bible/bible.php?ver=niv&q=galatians+3:28
http://www.christianity.com/bible/bible.php?ver=niv&q=galatians+3:28
http://www.christianity.com/bible/bible.php?ver=niv&q=romans+16%3a1-7
http://www.christianity.com/bible/bible.php?ver=niv&q=colossians+4:15
http://www.christianity.com/bible/bible.php?ver=niv&q=2+john+1:1
http://www.christianity.com/bible/bible.php?ver=niv&q=acts+16%3a13-15
https://www.biblestudytools.com/topical-verses/bible-verses-about-equality/
http://www.christianity.com/bible/bible.php?ver=niv&q=1+timothy+2%3a11-13
https://biblia.com/bible/csb/1%20Tim%202.12
https://biblia.com/bible/csb/1%20Tim%202.12
https://biblia.com/bible/csb/1%20Tim%202.12


Gender in Church Leadership

reason is that authentein carried a nuance (other than ‘rule’ or ‘have authority’) 
that was particularly suited to the Ephesian situation.”  
Linda L. Belleville, “Teaching and Usurping Authority: 1 Timothy 2:11-15,” 
Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity without Hierarchy, Ronald W. 
Pierce and Rebecca Merrill Groothuis (eds) (Leicester: InterVarsity, 2005), 211. 
Authentein in 1 Timothy 2:12 may well give the meaning that Paul is not 
allowing a woman to control, or to bully, or to domineer a man, possibly her 
husband. He is not addressing the exercise of a healthy kind of authority but is 
addressing the exercise of an overbearing and controlling use of power.  

Which churches support which view? 
In general, denominations that tend to lean complementarian include Southern Baptist, 
Roman Catholic, some Lutheran, some Mennonite, some Presbyterian, and Reformed. 
Denominations that tend to lean egalitarian include Assembly of God, Nazarene, 
Episcopalian, some Evangelical Lutheran, Free Methodist, Friends, some Mennonite, 
some Presbyterian, United Methodist, and Wesleyan. 
Individual sub-denominations and churches may differ; positions of denominations also 
sometimes change. 
Which is right and biblical? 
There are many notable proponents and denominations that adhere to both sides. Many 
others fall somewhere in the middle. However, no matter what position one holds, all 
views affirm the equal value of men and women as created in the image of God. Know 
that each position does have biblical support and that in the cases of gray areas in the 
Bible, it's important to follow the guidance of the Holy Spirit. When dating, it's also 
paramount to ascertain where the person you are dating stands on the issue. For some 
couples, this will serve as a dealbreaker. After all, you will want to know if someone 
believes in headship, marriage roles, etc. prior to entering a marriage, or conflict may 
ensure. Pray and ask God which direction you lean and make sure to have ample biblical 
support for why you do. Salvation doesn't hinge on which view of complementarian vs. 
egalitarianism you choose, but you may want to learn where you stand as soon as 
possible. 
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