
 

     
                                            “And we bring you good   of the promise made unto the fathers…” (Acts 13:32) 
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             Complementarianism VS. Egalitarianism  
(by: Jerry Fite) 

 he 1970’s was an ex-
plosive decade promot-
ing equal rights for 
women.  In 1972, Title 

IX eliminated girls being  dis-
criminated against in education 
and sports. No longer were co-
eds subject to different aptitude 
tests (blue version and pink ver-
sion), and women could now re-
ceive the same scholarships as 
men.   Mortgage loans were often 
not granted unto married women 
without a male-cosigner, until 
1974 when the Equal Credit Op-
portunity act became the law of 
the land.  Women, like men, 
could now obtain credit inde-
pendently. In 1974, doors opened 
in the Army and Navy for women 
to be “test pilots.”  The Air Force 
followed in 1976 which enlarged 
the choices for wanted pilots to 
become “astronauts” at NASA. 
Seven years later, in 1983, Sally 
Ride became the first lady astro-
naut in the United States.  
 
        Over the last 50 years, giv-
ing women equal rights has cast 
weight upon interpretation of the 
Scriptures regarding men and 
women. All  true Bible believers 
agree that women from the begin-
ning of creation are equal to men 
regarding their spiritual makeup.  
“And God created man in His 
own image, in the image of God 
created He him: male and female 
created He them” (Genesis 1:27).  

Dignity is therefore possessed 
equally by both sexes  from crea-
tion to the present. All must also 
believe the bodily vessel of the 
woman is biologically weaker 
than that of the man. But the hus-
band  must honor his wife in this 
recognition, knowing she also  
shares equally as “joint-heirs of 
the grace of life” (I Peter 3:7).   
       
        Equal in dignity, but does 
this mean that the roles of men 
and women are equal in mar-
riage and in the church?  
         This is where the views 
“Complementarianism” and “ 
Egalitarianism” clash.   A “com-
plementarian” holds the belief 
that men and women have differ-
ent “complementary” roles re-
flecting God’s design.  An “egali-
tarian”  holds to the view that no 
gender-based restrictions on “au-
thority” or “ministry”  exist in the 
Lord.  
           The “egalitarian” reads 
Ephesians 5:21 as manifesting 
“mutual submission” in marriage 
rather than a single “head.”  Paul 
exhorts  Christians to be “sub-
jecting yourselves one to another 
in the fear of Christ.”  The “egal-
itarian” then views marriage as a 
partnership of “equals” where de-
cisions are made together rather 
than by an authoritative “head.”   
 
        Early in my preaching min-
istry, I was emphasizing the 

leadership and headship of the 
husband when counseling a 
young married couple. The wife 
informed me that their relation-
ship was 50-50, in decision mak-
ing, not submitting to her hus-
band as her “head.”   
      
          While there is “mutual” 
submission in our relationship 
with one another in the church 
(Ephesians 5:21), Paul begins to 
speak to the marriage relationship 
in Ephesians 5:22-23: “Wives be 
in subjection unto your own hus-
bands, as unto the Lord. For the 
husband is head of the wife, as 
Christ also is the head of the 
church...” As Christ lovingly 
leads the church as her authorita-
tive head, so the wife must like-
wise submit to her husband “in 
everything” (Eph. 5:24).  
  
         In the church, a woman is 
“...not to teach, nor have domin-
ion over the man, but to be in 
quietness” (I Tim. 2:12).  One 
reason Paul gives is: “Adam was 
first formed, then Eve... (I Tim. 
2:13).  The reason for respecting 
this order is based upon the de-
sign of creation, not some cul-
tural bias. The “complementar-
ian" views marriages and 
churches flourishing when men 
and women embrace God-re-
vealed distinctions, creating order 
rather than making authoritative 
headship interchangeable.   
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