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As we're going through this little book by Martin Thielen called "What the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian" we're trying to identify the main reasons why people say they don't believe in Jesus.  So far we've seen people say things like:

"I'm not a Christian because Christians aren't supposed to doubt, and I doubt all the time."


Or, "I'm not a Christian because I can't believe in a God who causes cancer, car wrecks and other catastrophes like the Bible says he does."


Or, "I'm not a Christian because I won't be a part of an organization that puts down other religions like Christianity does."


Or, (last week's sermon), "I'm not a Christian because I can't believe in a Bible that is scientifically inaccurate, has a God in it that indiscriminately kills thousands of people at a time when he gets mad, and makes laws that are either silly (like not being able to eat shellfish) or evil (like stoning to death disobedient teenagers)."


Our webmaster, Sally Rogers, has put all of these sermons up on our website, both in written and in audio form.  So if you know someone who has any of these hang ups with Christianity you can steer them to our website, or get a sermon CD on your way out today.


Today's topic is a huge problem for some people and it's the way that Christianity has poorly treated women.  Those who have a problem with it say something like, "I'm not a Christian because the Bible treats women as 2nd class citizens, inferior to men."


And at first glance of the appropriate scriptures, anyone who would say that would be right.  There are three scriptures in particular that put women in a less than equal light with men.  You can turn to them in your Bible if you'd like to, or just listen.


Read 1Cor. 14:33b-35


         1Tim. 2:11-15

                   Ephesians 5:22-28


Ouch.  When you lump all three of these scriptures together you can see why some people might not want anything to do with Christianity.  Are things any better today, in 2011?  Or, is the church sending out the signal that in the church things really haven't changed for women since the 1950's?  Watch this.


[Show video "They Like Jesus But Not the Church", session 3, from 00:00 to 06:01.]
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I've asked my daughter, Tori, who is studying to become a United Methodist minister, if she would help me give this message this morning.

Tori 

Good morning.  How should the church respond to people like the woman in this video?  We seem to have two choices.  The first is to keep putting women in an inferior position to men - and there are many churches here in Erie that do just that.  Some of them have dress codes for women who come to their church - dresses only, no slacks.  Others don't allow women to teach in any class that might have a man in it.  And others have never allowed women to be ministers and most likely never will.  That's one option, and many churches in Erie have chosen that option.


But another option is to say that women and men are completely equal when it comes to their worth in the eyes of God and their roles within the kingdom of God.  This is the option that our United Methodist Church has chosen.  Ironically, our denomination has  ordained women to be ministers SINCE the 50's, 1956 to be exact. 
Dan 

The challenge for those who choose this second option is explaining the three scriptures that we read earlier.  I mean, Paul clearly teaches in these verses that:


1.  Women must stay silent in church.

2.  Women should ask their husbands any questions that they have, when they get home.


3.  Women must never teach a class where men are present.


4.  Women must be submissive in everything to their husbands, who are to rule over them.


We have to find a way to explain these scriptures for anyone who isn't a Christian because of the way the Bible mistreats women.  So I'd like to offer three tools you can use when you're talking with anyone who says, "I'm not a Christian because the Bible treats women as 2nd class citizens, inferior to men." 
Tori 

The first tool is the tool of Context.  Using the context tool means studying the way things were whenever a certain scripture was written and then asking yourself, "Are things still that way today?"  And when you study the context of how life was in the days of Paul the apostle you discover some amazing things about how his world treated women.  William Barclay, the New Testament scholar, tells us that in Paul's day women were treated as property, both by the Jews and by the Greeks.  In Jewish law a woman was not a person but a thing.  She was the property of her father or of her husband.  She was forbidden to learn the Bible.  She had no part in worship leadership.  In fact, women were shut away from the main seating area of the synagogue, put behind a screen so that they could not be seen.  It was absolutely forbidden for a woman to teach in a Jewish school.  And a strict Rabbi would never greet a woman on the street, not even his own wife or daughter or mother or sister.  It was said of woman: "Her work is to send her children to the synagogue; to attend to domestic concerns; to leave her husband free to study in the schools; and to keep house for him until he returns."   Basically, in Jewish culture, women, slaves and children were all in the same class.  Jewish men were so grateful that they were born males that every morning Jewish men thanked God that the Lord had not made them "a Gentile, a slave or a woman."
Dan   

The Greek culture of Paul's larger world didn't treat women any better.  Greek women lived completely secluded lives.  They lived almost entirely inside their own home into which no one but her husband came.  Greek women did not appear at family meals, or at any social functions. As Xenophon (the Greek historian) wrote, it was the aim of Greek society that their women would "see as little as possible, hear as little as possible and ask as little as possible."   Greek women never appeared on the street alone and never went to any public assembly.  The fact is that if Christian women had taken an active, "up front,", speaking role in the church of any Greek town (like Corinth and Ephesus) then the Church would have gained the reputation of being a place where only loose women gathered together.

Tori

Given the two cultures in which Paul lived and in which he was trying to birth his churches, it's not surprising that he told the women in his churches to never speak out in church, never ask questions, never teach a class with male students and to always submit to their husbands' rule.  What else could he have said?  Yes, Paul was inspired by the Holy Spirit to write the words that he did in the verses we read.  But the Holy Spirit always inspires us to speak to the people of our culture, of our time period – even if the way he has us speak to one culture isn’t the way he’d have us speak to another culture.  Here are some  examples. 
Dan

In Romans 16:16 Paul tells us to "Greet one another with a holy kiss." (Romans 16:16)  But do we do that?  Do we obey that scripture?  Hey, let's start today.  Everyone get up and let's do the greeting all over.  This time, let's kiss each other.  What do you say?  We don't obey this scripture because we know it was meant for Paul's culture and Paul's time.

Tori

In 1Corinthians 11 Paul tells women to worship God with a covering over their heads, while he tells men that it's a disgrace for them to have long hair.  Do we obey these verses today?  Not really.  (Other than Pearl, whose head coverings we all love.)  Why not?  Because we know that they were meant for Paul's culture and Paul's time.

Dan

In 1Timothy 2 Paul tells men to pray with their hands lifted up, and he tells women never to braid their hair, or wear gold or pearls.  Do we obey these verses today?  No.  Why not?  Because we know that they were meant for Paul's culture and Paul's time.
Tori

On a more serious subject, in Ephesians 6 Paul tells slaves to obey their earthly masters.  Why did Paul say that?  Well, what else could he say?  Slavery was such a common and accepted part of Paul's world that no one would have listened to him if Paul told them to free their slaves!  So Paul did the best he could.  He told Christian slaves to obey and respect their masters just as they would obey and respect Jesus.  And he told Christian masters to treat their slaves like they would treat Jesus - completely radical teachings in that time.

 
But, yes, the Bible condones slavery.  But is there anyone here who also believes slavery is okay?  (I believe our nation fought a war over that question.)  No Christian today would say that slavery should be legal just because it’s in the Bible.  Instead, we understand that the Holy Spirit has given us a new teaching, a teaching for OUR culture and OUR time.  We now know that God says slavery is evil in whatever form it shows itself.  It is evil to force someone to work for no pay, against their will.  It's the Christian's moral obligation to fight slavery wherever it appears.  We believe that.  But where do we find that in the Bible?  We can't.  Nowhere in the Bible are we told to fight against slavery.  But we believe it.  Why?   Because our understanding of the morality of slavery has progressed since the days when the Bible was written.  Thank God!

Dan

So, too, has our understanding of the morality of oppressing women progressed since the days when the Bible was written.  In Paul’s culture women were treated literally as second class citizens.  But God has brought us beyond that now, just as he has brought us beyond the slave-master mindset.  Thank God!


So, the first way to explain these scriptures to anyone who's struggling with the Bible's view of women is to explain that Paul was writing to a different people in a different culture, one that viewed women as property that is only good for making babies, keeping house and being quiet - a mindset that God has brought us beyond.

Tori

A second tool is the ministry of Jesus.  Even in a Jewish culture that treated women so poorly, Jesus had a shockingly good relationship with women.  We all know the story of Jesus speaking with the woman at the well.  At the well.  In other words, out in public.  But, remember, rabbis never spoke with Jewish women out in public - not even to their wives!  But Jesus did.  In fact, when Jesus' disciples come back from wherever they were and see their rabbi speaking with a woman at the town well, they're amazed.  This was improper.  This just wasn't done.  So John records, "Just then his disciples returned and were surprised to find him talking with a woman." (John 4:27)  Why was Jesus willing to break his people's social taboo by speaking with this woman in public?  Because Jesus valued women as much as he valued men.
Dan

We all know the story of Jesus speaking with Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38ff).  But do we know the social taboos that Jesus broke that day?  First, Jesus came to the home of two sisters who had no husbands and no father.  In other words, these were liberated women!  Living on their own!  What kind of Jewish women did that?  Then, Jesus actually entered their home!  How disgraceful, a rabbi entering the home of two women.  Then he proceeds to teach them, as if they were men sitting at their rabbi's feet.  In fact, when Martha tries to get Mary off of the floor, (where she was listening to Jesus like all of the male disciples did, on the floor), and into the kitchen where women belong, Jesus stopped her.  Why?  Because Jesus valued women as much as he valued men, and he saw Mary as a disciple who needed to learn as much as any man.  Radical.
Tori

Jesus showed how much he valued women in other ways too.  He praised the widow who was giving God her last penny, while condemning the proud male Pharisee (Luke 21).  He told the parable of the woman and the lost coin (Luke 15), the parable of the widow and the unjust male judge (Luke 18), and the parable of the ten bridesmaids (Matthew 25).  And when a woman barged into a meal with Jesus and other men to wipe her tears on his feet, in spite of the protests of the men present, Jesus lifts her up as an example for the men to follow (Matthew 26).  Why?  Because Jesus valued women as much as he valued men.

Dan

Isn't that why Jesus had not only male disciples but female disciples too?  That's right.  Jesus had female disciples too.  Will you turn with me to Luke 8:1.  (In the pew Bible it's on page 1605.)

Read Luke 8:1-3


Isn't that interesting?  The names of female followers of Jesus are mentioned in the Bible.  And not just followers.  But financial supporters!  Why would these women give their hard earned money to this itinerant rabbi?  Because they must have known - Jesus valued them as much as he valued men.  And maybe that's also why, after Jesus' trial and crucifixion, after all of his male disciples fled and hid, his women disciples stayed by his side, the first ones to see him on Easter Sunday.
Tori

So, the first tool we can use is context - showing the difference between Paul's culture and ours.  The second tool we can use is the ministry of Jesus.  And, believe it or not, the third tool we can use are the words of Paul himself.  Paul?  Isn't he the one who wrote that women should be silent in the church and be submissive to their husbands?  Yes, that was him.  But Paul also wrote some things that suggest he had a higher view of women than did his culture.  


In 1Corinthians 11, Paul writes about women who were praying and prophesying in church services.  And get this - he didn't try to stop them!  He just told them to do it with their heads covered.  Apparently, it WAS okay for women to speak in church.  Hmmm.
Dan

In Romans 16, Paul drops some names before closing his letter to the Christians in Rome.  Will you turn with me to Romans 16?  Some of the names will surprise you.


Romans 16:1-2  -  "I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church in Cenchrea.   I ask you to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints and to give her any help she may need from you, for she has been a great help to many people, including me."


Is Paul really telling the Romans to receive this woman "in a way worthy of the saints", the male leaders of the church?  Yes he was.  Pretty radical.
Tori

Romans 16:3-4  -  " Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus.   They risked their lives for me. Not only I but all the churches of the Gentiles are grateful to them.  Greet also the church that meets at their house."

Paul knew that Priscilla was a woman, right?  And he called her a fellow worker?  And he let the church meet in her house?  Yes he did.

Dan

Romans 16:6  -  "Greet Mary, who worked very hard for you."

Romans 16:7  -  "Greet Andronicus and Junias, my relatives who have been in prison with me. They are outstanding among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was."

Did Paul just call a woman an apostle?  Junias.  That's a woman's name.  "Outstanding among the apostles" he wrote.  And a Christian even before he was.  Amazing praise for Paul the supposed "woman hater" to give a woman.  Maybe Paul didn't believe women were inferior to men after all . . .
Tori

Romans 16:12  -  "Greet Tryphena and Tryphosa, those women who work hard in the Lord."

We get the impression that Paul could have gone on and on in his praise of the women leaders in the church:  prophets, apostles, servants, all worthy to be treated like the other male saints of the church.

Dan

And one more word from Paul, the supposed "male bigot".  How about a verse that describes the ideal future in Paul's mind?  The ideal way of looking at one another in the kingdom of God?  Here it is, from Galatians 3:27-29 -

" . . . all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.   There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, 
and heirs according to the promise."  
(Gal. 3:27-29)


Here's the bottom line.  A person does not need to believe that women are inferior to men in order to be a Christian.  
Tori

A person can if they want to.  
Dan

But they don't have to.  
Tori

I don't believe Jesus, or Paul, did.
Dan

And I know that God doesn't.

Let us pray - 
