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THE OPINION OF THE EXEGETICAL DEPARTMENT OF CONCORDIA 

THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY CONCERNING WOMAN SUFFRAGE 

Question: Several congregations have asked the Department whether woman suffrage 

in the church (granting to women the right to vote) accords with the Word of God 

or is contrary to it. 

Response: After careful study of the testimony of the Sacred Scriptures·, the 

Department unanimously concludes that woman suffrage in the church is definitely 

contrary to the Word of God. In specific terms, the Department has come to the 

following conclusions: 

1. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to Genesis 2 and the Order of Creation 

established by God. 

a. Woman was created from man and for man and is, therefore, by nature sub-

ordinate to man,'~ vv. 18-23: 

Then the Lord God said, "It is not good that the man should be 
alone; I will make him a helper fit for him." So out of the 
ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field and every 
bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he 
would call them; and whatever the man called every living crea
ture, that was its name. The man gave names to all cattle, and 
to the birds of the air, and to every beast of the field but 
for the man there was not found a helper fit for him. So the 
Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while 
he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with 
flesh; and the rib which the Lord God had taken from the man 
he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then the man 
said, "This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be calJed Woman, because she was taken out of Man." 

~~The word "subordinate" here in no way suggests inferiority. It is important 
to understand that this opinion uses the word "subordinate" in the strict sense 
only, that is, "lesser in rank.'' The department rejects any idea that woman :f.ij 
morally, spiritually, intellectually, or physically inferior to man. There is 
no question, indeed, that some women are morally, spiritually, intellectually, 
and physically superior to some men, but this is not the point under consider
ation, To illustrate with an analogy from military life, a certain colonel may 
be more virtuous, more intelligent, and more fit than his commanding general; 
yet he is still subordinate to the general. 
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Woman suffrage, on the contrary, gives woman an authority equal to man and so 

overthrows the natural order. By the "natural order" or the "Order of Creation"\ 

is meant the relationship in which the various creatures of God stand to each 

other on the basis of their creation by Him, while the "Order of Redemption" 

refers to the relationship in which the various creatures of God stand to each 

other on the basis of their redemption by Him, that is, within the Church of 

Christ. Note that one's position in the Order of Creation is not abolished by 

incorporation into Christ and His church; rather one's position in the Order 

of Creation is thereby haLlowed as one's position in the Order of Redemption. 

Thus, in I Corinthians 7:7-20 Paul urges Jews not· to try to become Gentiles 

and Gentiles not to try to become Jews, but rather that "every one lead the 

life which the Lord has assigned to him, and in which God has called him" (v. 

17) and that "every one should remain in the state in which he was called" (v . 1 

20). Our Lord Himself, indeed, directs His followers to the original pattern 

of the natural order as a pure expression of God's will and the ideal form of 

Christian conduct; in Matthew 19:3-8 Christ warns His disciples against divorce 

on the grounds that "in the beginning it was not so." The Order of Creation, 

then, so far from being alien to the church, ought to be more manifest there 

than anywhere else. For this reason one must reject the exegesis of those who 

use Galatians 3:28 to show that woman possesses an authority equal to man in 

the church. This notion confuses spiritual unity with identity of roles. 

Children, after all, are one with adults in Christ Jesus, but it does not fol

low that children have an authority equal to adults in the church. 

b. Woman was created as an assistant ('ezer) to man and by nature, therefore, pos

sesses less authority than man, vv. 18, 20: "Then the Lord God said, 'It is 

not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a·helper fit for him.'. 

The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every 

beast of the field; but for the man there was not fo{ind a helper fit for him." 

Woman suffrage, on the contrary, again gives woman an authority equal to man 

and so overthrows the natural order. Some may object that the word 'ezer is 

also applied to God (e.g., Ps. 70:5, "Thou art my help and my deliverer; 0 

Lord, do not tarry!"). No one would argue that God possesses less authority 

than man because He is called man's helper, and so some might question why we 

argue in this manner with respect to woman. We must observe, however, that 

woman, unlike God, is not man's assistant by a simple act of her will; although, 

of course, the Christian woman delights in her position. The point here is that 
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woman· was created as man's assistant par excellence; assisting man is her 

special role in the scheme of the universe. 

2. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to Genesis 3 and the Order of Creation 
established by God. 

a. Woman fell into sin when Satan deceived her into seeking a place in the natural 
order higher than that allocated to her by God, and man yielded·himself to sin 
when he acceded to woman's exercise of authority over him, vv. 6,17: 

So when the womah saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a 
delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise 
she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave sonie to her husband, and 
he ate ... And to Adam God said, "Because you have listened to the voice 
of your wife, and have eaten of the tree of which I commanded you, 'You 
shall not eat of it,' cursed is the gr.ound because of you; in toil you 
shall eat of it all the days of your life. " 

Woman suffrage, on the other hand, allows woman to exercise authority over man, 
thus overthrowing the natural order. For any vote which determines or is cap
able of determining a certain course of action is, by nature·, an exercise of 
authority; suffrage in any group implies the exercise of authority unless the 
vote granted to a person is purely advisory. A woman exercises authority over 
men every time that her vote. contributes to the passage_or defeat of some measure 
on which some men voted the opposite way. A woman likewise exercises authority 
over men every time that her vote contributes to the passage or defeat of a 
measure which requires action to be carried out by men who act as the executive 
personnel of the group in question. A congregational assembly in almost every 
measure adopted prescribes some course of action to be taken by the pastor, male 
teachers, or officers of the congTegatio~ (e.g., holding a certain number of 
services each week, purchasing equipment, etc.) so that a woman by voting in the 
assembly continually exercises authority over men. 

b. The Order of Creation established by God is that the husband is to rule over the 
wife, v. 16: "And your desire shall be for your husband, but he must rule 
over you." Woman suffrage, on the other hand, gives the wife an authority equal 

I 

to the husband and so.overthrows the natural order. Some might object that 
this rule of the husband over the wife is not part of the Order of Creation 
because it comes into existence only as part of God's curse on mankind in res
ponse to the fall into sin. Such is not the case, however. The subordination 
of woman to man in general and of the wife to the husband in particular existed 
even in paradise. The reason that it is mentioned in the curse on the woman is 
this: Her special role of assistant to man formerly brought only blissful sat
isfaction to woman, but now sin would render even it liable to abuse, problems, 
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'(J ·, and pain. It is the same with woman's other main role in life, the raising 

of children •. Woman would have borne children in paradise, but now she would 

do so in pain because of her sin (3:16a). It is the same with man's work too. 

He was created to.work (2:15), but now, by virtue of his sin and God's curse, 

his work would be difficult, burdensome, and of itself futile (3:17). 

3. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to Isaiah 3. It is as shameful for woman 

to rule over man as for children to oppress adults, v. 12: "My people--children are 

their oppressors, and women rule over them. 0 my people, your leaders mislead you, 

and confuse the course of your paths." Woman suffrage, on the contrary, allows 

woman to rule over man. 

4. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to I Corinthians 11 and the Orders of 

Creation and Redemption established by God. 

a. Man is the head (kephale) of woman just as Christ is the head of man, v. 3: 

"But I want you to understand that the head of every man is Christ, the head 

of a woman is her husband, and the head of Christ is God." Therefore, just 

as it would be reprehensible to give man an authority equal to Christ, so is 

it reprehensible to give woman an authority equal to man (as woman suffrage 

does). Some might wonder how the apostle can call God the head of Christ 

and so give the Father greater authority than the Son. The reason is that 

Paul is referring to Christ according to His human nature; compare chapter 15:28 

Some have objected to th~ citation of I Corinthians 11 as proof of the proper 

relationship between man and woman in the church. Their rationale is that even 

the most conservative pastors and churches now apparently allow women to wor-

ship without veils (or hats), even though Paul demands in this chapter that 

women wear them as a sign of man's authority over woman. If Paul's conunand as 

to the sign of male authority is dispensible, argue the. objectors, then so too 

is his assertion of male authority itself. This reasoning is, however, quite 

unsound. In the first,place, even the most conservative pastors and congregations 

can stray from some points of God's Word, but that does not give.us a free hand 

to throw out other points, especially more important ones. Secondly, the word 

"veil" occurs in the English translations of I Corinthians 11 , but not in the 

original Greek. The covering with which Paul tells a woman to cover herself 

in worship as a sign of male authority is defined in verse 15 as her hair. 

b. Paul reiterates point la, namely, that woman was created from man and for man, 

vv. 8-9: "For man was not made from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man 
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created for woman, but woman for man." The same conclusion follows as was 

enunciated at point la, namely, that woman is by nature subordinate to man. 

S. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to I Corinthians 14. Woman ought to 

be subject to man (hupotassesthai) in the churches, vv. 33b-34: · "As in all the 

churches of the saints, , , • the women should be subordinate, as even the law says." 

Woman suffrage, on the contrary, gives woman an authority equal to man in the 

churches. Now, some students of Scripture refer the word ecclesiai ("chu~ches") 

in this verse to all congregational assemblies, whether they be convened for the 

purpose of worship or for the purpose of business. For in Acts 15:22, certainly, 

the word ecclesia is used to denote an assembly convoked for the purpose of 

deliberation and decision, rather than worship. In this case, the application of 

the verse to the question of woman suffrage would be direct. Other students, how

ever, refer the word ecclesiai to congregational assemblies in the apostolic church 

at which both worship and business were conducted, on the grounds that the New Test

ament authors do not distinguish between various kinds of assemblies of the church 

and that Paul uses similar terminology for a meeting at which business is conducted, 

I Corinthians 5:4, and for one at which worship is conducted, I Corinthians 14:26. 

In this case, the application of verse 34 to the question of woman suffrage would 

still be a direct one, even if churches now hold separate meetings for the purposes 

of worship and business respectively. Perhaps most exegetes, however, prefer a 

third option, that the direct reference of the word ecclesiai is to those meetings 

of the church in particular which are convened for the purposes of worship, since 

Paul is mainly discussing the proper conduct of worship in this chapter. In this 

case, verse 34 still applies to the question of woman suffrage in an indirect, 

nevertheless very real, sense. For if woman must be subject to man in worship 

assemblies, she must also be subject to him in such assemblies as determine the 

nature, time, place, leadership, conduct, and other circumstances of such worship 

assemblies. Paul, indeed, is here conunanding the Corinthians to follow in the prac

tice of woman's subjection the established custom of the other Christian,churches, 

vv. 33, 36. And it is clear from Acts 1:16, where Peter uses the word andres (a 

word used only of males), that when· in what we should call "busin.ess matters" the 

earliest New Testament church took action, only the men voted. Like the other verses 

cited in this opinion, then, the verse under discussion, whether directly or in

directly, precludes woman from voting in any ecclesiastical institution posaeasing 

authority over men--worship assemblies, congregational business assemblies, synodical 

assemblies and conunissions, etc. Note also that the Apostle describes the principle 

of the submissiveness of women in the churches as a conunand of. the Lord, v. 37; part 
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• ,; '1' and parcel of the Word of God, v. 36; and a clear statement of the law, that is, 

the Old Testament, v. 34. 

6. Woman suffrag·e in the church is contrary to Ephesians 5 and the Order of Redemptio_n. 

a. The wife ought to be subject (hupotassesthai) to the husband in everything, just 

as the church is subject to Christ her Lord, vv. 22, 24: "Wives, be subject to 

your husbands, as to the Lord .•• As the church· is subject to Christ, so let 

wives also be subject in everything to their husbands~" Therefore, just as it 

would be reprehensible to give the church an authority equal to Christ, so it 

is reprehensible to give the wife an authority equal to the husband (as woman 

suffrage does).• 

b. The husband is the head (kephale) of the wife just as Christ is the head of the 

church, v. 23: "For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head 

of the church, his body, and is himself its Saviour." The same conclusion fol

lows as in point 6a, namely, that just as it would be reprehensible to give the 

church an authority equal to Christ, so it is reprehensible to give the wife an 

authority equal to the husband (as woman suffrage does). 

7. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to Colossians 3 and the Order of Redemption: 
The wife ought to be subject (hupotassesthai) to the husband, v. 18: "Wives, be 

subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord." Woman suffrage, on the contrary, 

again gives the wife an authority equal to the husband. Note that the Apostle des

cribes the principle enunciated here as "fitting in the Lord"; it definitely obtains 
within the Order of Redemption. 

8. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to I Timothy 2 and the Order of Creation. 

a. Woman must not be permitted to exercise authority (a_uthentein) over man, v. 12: 

"I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over man"; whereas woman suffrage 

does, in fact, give woman an authority over man. (Refer back to point 2a for 

elaboration of this point.) Note that the verb authentein in this passage, con

trary to some translations, applies not merely to certain forms of the exercise 

of authority--such as abuse. of authority, domineering, lording it over someone-

but to any exercise of authority. Any restriction of the full connotation of the 
· -word in this passage is devoid of exegetical warrant. Woman's exercise of 

authority over man cannot be abused; it is already an abuse in and of itself. 

b. Paul reiterates point la, namely, that woman was created from man and for man, 

v. 13: ".For Adam was formed first, then Eve." The same conclusion follows as 
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' I was previously enunciated, namely, that woman is by nature subordinate to man. 
c. Paulreiteratespoint 2a, namely, that woman fell into sin when Satan deceived 

her into seeking a place in the natural order higher than that allocated to her 

by God, and man yielded himself to sin when he acceded to woman's exercise of 
authority over him, v. 14: "And Adam was not deceived, but the woman was de
ce_ived and became .a transgressor. 11 

9. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to Titus 2. Paul reiterates point 7, namely, 
that the wife ought to be subject (hupotassesthai) to the husband, vv. 4-5: "And so 
train the· young women to love their husbands and children, to be sensible, chaste, do
mestic, kind, and submissive to their husbands, that the Word of God may not be 
discredited." Note that women who are not submissive discredit the Word. of God. 

10. Woman suffrage in the church is contrary to 1 Peter 3. 

a. Peter reiterates point 7, namely, that the wife ought to be subject (hupotassesthai) 

to the husband, vv. 1, 5: 

Likewise you wives, be submissive to your husbands, so that some, though they 
do not obey the word, may be won without a word by the behavior of their wives. 
So once the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves by being submissive 
to their husbands. 

b. The wife ought to.obey the husband and considerhimlord, following the example 
of Sarah and the other holy women of the Old Testament Church, vv. 5, 6: 

So once the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves by being 
submissive to their husbands, as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord. 
And you are now her children if you do right and let nothing terrify you. 

In conclusion, woman suffrage in the church is contrary to _at least ten clear 

testimonies of the Word of God and to the Order of Creation established by God from 
the beginning and hallowed as the Order of Redemption by the atoning blood of our 
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. For woman was created from man and for man, as an 

assistant to man, to live under man's authority; and she is redeemed to fulfill this 
same role as fully as is possible in a world corrupted by sin. Man sins, therefore, 
when he gives woman an authority equal to or over him, and the woman who assumes such 
a role denies what she really is by nature and by grace. The correct understanding of 

the r~~pective responsibilities of the two sexes in the church is not A doctTine neces
sary to salvation, but it is a doctrine of great import to the body of Christ. Men ., 
and women who try to fill roles of their own invention, misunderstanding or ignoring 
the roles assigned to them by God, cannot expect to enjoyas full a presence of 



- 8 -

• 
, '! ':' the Holy Spirit in their midst as if they were satisfied ·to be what they are. 

Wanting to make themselves what God has not made them, they waste much spiritual 
energy by attempting to swim against the stream. Quite understandably, then, the 
power to lead a Christ-like life will dwell more fully in those men and women who 
see themselves as they really are in the mirror of God's Word and see clearly their 
disttnct roles in God's Orders of Creation and Redemption. Wanting to be ever 
more fully what.God has made them, they are at peace with themselves and with the 
God who created and redeemed them. 

• 
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