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The question of sexual equality as we know it today was nonexistent
in most societies. Men and women usually acknoweldged the superfor place
of men in society. This was not necessarily a conscious suppression of
women, but rather a lack of comprehension that women would ever be able
or ever want to have equal status with men in society. If women had
requested it, they probably would not have been given equality, but the
point is that the women would never have expected such a place.

Christianity, though in our society it seems to be repressive of
women, was unique among ancient social orders for the relative "equality,"
llﬂ!bei;s;;ﬂé;;fibed. the active and respectable role women assumed.
The term "equality" is deceptive, for equality as we know it, in the
form of equal occupational opportunity or equal political and economical
rights was not taught. Instead, the idea was prevalent in the earliest
church that everyone had a particular place in society. Christian women

were instructed quite pointedly that they were not to speak in church,
( 1 Cor. 14:34) not to teach men, (I Tim.2:12) and to submit themselves
in all things to their husbands. (Eph. 5:24) The equality prevalent in
the doctrine was on an jndividual basis--that before God-all are equal
and that both men and women are responsible for their own spiritual and
moral adherence to God's law. The blaming, for instance, of sexual in-
fidelity on 2 wanton woman was no license for a man to commit adultery.
A Christian man was responsible for his own conduct, regardliess of the
circumstance. Therefore, as far as spiritual matters were concerned,

each person was an equal in God's eyes. In the practical, physical world,



however, this was not so obvious, Vomen were instructed, generally and

specifically, on social propriety and moral conduct,

The unique aspect of a domestic relationship was that although a wife

was to submit to her husband, he was commanded to love her "as Christ

loved the Church" and to put her interest above his own. (Eph. 5:25)

Paul's conception of self-sacrificing love permeated his writings and

influenced the early communities because it gave di ‘nity to all pgop]e
; 15
and was applicable to both men and women. The object of this paperpto

see to what extent equality of the sexes was taught in the firs

centuries of the Christian Church.

t three

The sources 1 usesinclude four types of primary material, as well

as secondary material. The primary writings are the Gospels, the canon-

jcal New Testament, the non-canonical Apocryphal Acts, and the writines

of Church Fathers. The Gospels, which are the recollection: of Jesus'

life and deeds, written after his crucifixion, portray Jesus, his attitudes
and his teachings. The New Testament, especially the writinas of Paul,

which are the earliest Christian documents, are the backbone of Christian

doctrine. These are letters to various groups and individuals, instructing

them in the practical application of the faith. Although he was not

one of the original Apostles, Paul had an experience on his way to Damas-
cus which changed him from a zealous Jewish persecutor of the Christian
sect to its greatest spokesman. Other letters in the New Testament,

written, for example, by Peter and others, also give instruction to and

about women, and will be cited in this text.

Sti11 other documents which were written at various iimes in the

early years of Christianity, and which had great influence or portrayed



certain sides of Christian groups, did not become part of the canon.

Among these are other "gospels" and the "Apocryphal Acts." The latter

are also used as sources in this paper. Some of the Apocryphal Acts were
denounced by even the earliest of the Church Fathers, for not aligning
with the doctrine of Paul. The Apocryphal Acts have several uses his-
torically, The characters in them served as models for the Christian
community, illustrating the values of those communities. (S. Davies, p

52) They "“are evidence for a form of Christian 1ife at an early stage

of Christian history." (ibid., p.3) M. R. James writes of these non-
canonical books:

They record the imaginations, hopes, and -fears of

the men who wrote them; they show what was acceptable
to the unlearned Christians of the first ages, what
interested them, what they admired, what ideals of
conduct they cherished for this life, what they thought

they would find in the next. (p. xiii)
Davies believes that we can use the male-female relationships depicted

in the Acts to "determine the composition of the original community
behind the Acts." (p. 53)

The last group of sources is the writings of the Ante-Nicene Fathers.
The council of Nicea took place in A. D. 325, and the Church Fathers
cited here 1ived and wrote up to that time. These men built upon the
foundation of Paul and others, adding their views to the tradition
established by Jesus and the Apostles: As early as the first century,
new sects of Christianity emerged which influenced some of the writers.
Gnosticism and Montanism were two of these early sects. The former be-

lieved that the body was a prison, built by Satan, to hold the spirit.

Therefore, having a child was aiding the devil; and the complete abstinence
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from sexual relations was imperative. Paul stated in I Corinthians that
spouses should abstain "only for a while" in order to pray (1 Cor. 7:3-5).
The Gnostics were not orthodox on this couﬁt. although they influenced

many Christians. The Church Fathers' writings, though they may have been

influenced by contemporary thought, were very instrumental in shaping

Christian doctrine. They also recorded the prevailing Christian thought.

The status of woman in Hellenic society was gene

to man. She was considered merely a possession, "a tool for pleasure

while young and for work as she grew old." (Giordani, SMJ, p. 190) And

in Sparta a woman was judged for her potential to bear great and strong

sons. (Ryrie, p. 2) Although Plato called for an equality and a "part-

neEZ}hip of the sexes," the more commonly held view was Aristotle's,

which held that inferiority was inherent in the female sex. (Ryrie, p 2)

The relationship of a man and a woman was merely a necessary physical

union for the procreation of children. (Ryrie)

Women were of several classes in ancient Greece: - wives, hetairai,

concubines, and slaves. Demosthenes stated their relationship to men:

Hetairai we keep for the sake of peasure, concubines
for the ordinary requirements of the body, wives to
bear us legitimate children and to be faithful guar-

dians of our households. (Ryrie, p. 4)

Ryrie explains that the herairai were companions to the men of ancient

Greece and "enjoyed much greater freedom than the wives," who were kept

secluded at home. Some Greek women gainéd prominence, bht their status

was never that of men.

rally on.of subjection



However, "Roman women . . . enjoyed considerable freedom and indepen-

dence both at home and in public 1ife." (Ketter, p. 23) This freedom
was not an elevation of women though; but rather it reflected the fact
that they were allowed to'take part in.the "promiscuous activities" of

Roman society. -Though "free," they could not participate in politics,

could neither hold property nor be called as a witness. A Roman woman

could excercise no legal authority over her children, who were considered

r

[t:7,) Therefore, although

she was given a certain autonomy and freedom, the Roman woman was not

to be part of their father's family alone.(

given the responsibi1ity:or dignity that shdu1d accompény them. Legally

she had no rights, and was considered officially still the property of
her husband.

Roman women did have greater practical, if not legal, freedom because

they were not kept secluded as were Greek and Jewish women. This freedom

‘aided the spread of Christianity because women

participated more freely in religious activities.
It

also resulted in the laxity and licentiousness
against which Christianity spoke and from which it

protected its women. (Ryrie, p. 7)

Among the Jew, "God's chosen people," women did not fare much better,
although they had been led by women such as Esther and Deborah. Poly-
gamy and divorce were permitted, though not encouraged. Lax divorce laws
took security away from women of all cultures, for without a husband and
a home, a woman's dignity and significance in society diminished.

Because of conflicting sources the traditional picture of women in

Jewish culture is contradictory. A paradox at best, one must look at

the written ideal and how it wés responded to.
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Rabbinic 1iterature placed a high value on wives, often praising the
{deal wife and the institution of marriage: "A Jew without a wife Tives
without joy, blessing, or good."(Cohen, p.171; Yebamot 62b) Marriage,
as spoken of in the Talmud, completed a m:n, “for 'an unmarried man is

not a man in the full sense,' . . . A wife meant a home; hence the say-

ing, 'A man's home is his wife.
The Talmud further stated:
Honour your wife, for thereby you enrich yourself.
A man should be ever careful about the honour due
his wife, because no blessing is experienced in his
house except on her account.” (Cohen, p. 174; B. M. 59)
The Torah also said that "God endowed woman with more intelligence than
man." (Cohen, 170: Nid. 45b) Proverbs 31 outlined the characteristics
of a good wife, whose husband praised her for having such qualities.
She was to be involved in the business world as wellas her household;
she was to speak wisely. The ideal wife was capable, and her husband
"(sang) her praises." (Pvb. 31:28,29)
On the other hand, women were also described by the Rabbis as
“gluttonous, eavesdroppers, lazy and jealous;" they also talk nine times
more than men. (Cohen, 171; 115Q-17) Sirach included a Tong 1ist of

reasons to support the fact that a daughter was only a source of constant

worry for her father. (Sir. 22:3) ‘

Women were also instructed to wear veils which covered their entire
bodies. This was not to protect them in the way that Paul later described,
but, as Russell Prohl speculated, "to protect man from woman," for talk-
ing with or looking at a woman was surely a curse. "Do not converse with

women, as this will ultimately lead to unchastity. He who gazes at a woman



eventually comes to sin." The Talmud continued to warn men, among other
things, not to look at a woman's heel, for he who did so would "have

crippled children--1ame, blind, dumb, deaf." (Prohl, p. 51; Nedarim 19:
56, 57)

Only men participated in Jewish civil law, and it operated to their

benefit. Women were not even allowed to learn the Torah, the law of

Judaic culture, according to one author. The Rabbi Eliezer, "a contem-

porary of St. John the Evangelist, even went so far as to declare:

‘Rather should the word of the Torah be burned than entruded to a woman. "
(Ketter, p. 23)

The traditional paradox emerges: woman is intelligent, yet unworthy:

even to read the Torah. She is to be honored, yet is still considered

inferior, a legal minor, and should be kept at home and separate. It

as into this context that Christianity emerged and grew. Christianity

was often seen as a destructive force in society. Celsus and Pliny

reported that it was turning children against parents, slaves against

masters, and people against their leaders. (Origen, Against Celsus; Pliny,

Letters X, Arnold) Jesus offered his message to all, including women,

and gave them a place of dignity in the new religion and in its community.

In the ancient society Paul's views were quite 1iberal, as he too wel-

comed women to an active role in Christianity. Women became equal to

men as children of God; but in the family, the community, and in the

church itself there was to be order, not confusion or competition.

From the instruction given and the traditions formed in the first three

centuries, we can ascertain to what extent equality was taught to the
early Christians.
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It was in the family that women had the most influence, both as
wives and as mothers. As in other facets of Christian 1ife, the paradox
of equality for women was evident in the family. Women were both equal

and unequal. In questions of equa1ify in morality, for example, men

and women were both required to remain chaste. Likewise, children were

to honor both parents, their mother and their father. But, in the family,
as everywhere else in Christian society, there was to be order, something
that Paul stressed often. In this order the wife was to be in submission
to her husband. Her husband, however, had duties to his wife which bal-
anced their relationship. In the Christian family there many relation-
ships, the most important being one's relationship with God. Next was

that of the husband and wife, the parents and children, and the brothers and
the sisters. Both partners in a marriage were equally responsible for
preservinj that marriage.

Jesus did not directly speak to wives as a group in his teachings,
although women made up part of his followers. As marriage partners women
were not to be divorced or deserted, as was often an occurrzrice. The
marriage relationship was considered by Jesus to be bound by God;
and the man and woman became one, both physically and spiritually. Since

the wife was as much a partner as the husband, she was equally important

to the relationship. Jesus said of the marriage relationship:

At the beginning the Creator made them male and
female; for this reasdn, a man will leave his father
and mother and be united to his wife, and the two
shall become one flesh. So they are no longer two,

but one. Therefore what God has joined together,
let man not separate. (Mt. 19:4-6)



This, of course, provided the basis of Christian doctrine against divorce.

It also 1llustrated Jesus' view that women were as important to a marriage
as men.

In several letters Paul specified a particular "order" or hierarchy
for the home. To the Ephesians he incorporated his idea of order with

the 01d Testament view that Jesus quoted above, and introduced the idea

of reciprocal duties and privileges in a marriage.

Wives, submit to your husbands as 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

should wives submit to their husbands in everything.
(Eph. 5:22-25)

These instizhctions called for a voluntary submission of the wife "to

(her) husband as to the Lord." Therefore, as she followec the Lord vol-

untarily and with commitment, so also should she honor and obey her hus-

band. Paul continued with jnstructions to the husbands:

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the
churchfand gave himself up for her to make her holy,
cleansing her by washing with water through the word,
and to present her . . . holy and blameless. In this
same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their
own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself.
After all no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds
and cares for it, just as Christ does the church . . .
Each one of you must also love his wife as he loves

himself and the wife must respect her husband. (Eph.5:25-29,33)

was
The husband‘/h\pherefore responsible for the spiritual, as well as

physical, welfare of his wife. He was also told to be self-sacrificing

and her value was equated to that of his own. Though
later celibacy was favored by some over marriage,

toward his wife,

several of the Church
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Fathers had good marriages. J. G. Davies portrayed Clement of Alexandria
as having the ideal marriage, with a submissive wife whom he trusted so

completely that he did not need to restrict her in any way. She was his

partner, his complement in the Christian life.

In a Christian marriage home life revolved around the Christian faith

In the Apostolic Tradition, 41-42, Hippolytus described the prayer life
of two Christian spouses:

A1l the faithful, men and women, on rising from Lo
sleep in the morning should wash their hands and

pray to God before they undertake any sort of work:

then they may proceed to their work . . . . Pray

before your body takes rest on your bed. At mid-

night get up, wash your hands with water and pray.

And if your wife is there too, the two of you should

pray together. (Wiles and Santer, pp 207-208)

Tertullian, at the end of the letter to his wife, wrote of the ideal

marriage of two Zhristians. In the passage he wrote of the spousal
relationship:

Oh how sweet is the yoke of two of the faithful
who are one in hope, one in faith, and one in the
service to God! Both brothers, both servants to
God withod any estrangement in body or soul. They
are truly ‘two in one flesh'; and when the flesh is
one so is the spirit. Together they fast, instruc-
ting, exhorting and supporting each other. Both
are in the Church and equal, at God's table, in

their trials, in persecutions, and when relief comes.
(Tertullian, To His Wife, II, 9)

Within the Christian family the husband was to be the undisputed

head, who gave his wife honor and was to be self-sacrificing toward her,

She was to respect and honor him in all things, The issue of superiority

in marriage was not a problem, because both partners were to help each
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other and give of themselves for the other, and because the honor and

réspect given to women was unique and a noticeable improvement already

for women compared to surounding cultures.

Qutside Christian marriages was where the doctrine of order was tested,

for outside Christianity the husband was not obligated in any way to his

wife. If she were a Christian though, she was sti]] obligated to honor

and to be submissive to him. Jesus did not consider different beliefs

to be grounds for divorce, the only possible grounds being adultery.

(Matt. 55 Mark 10) Paul required the Christian partner, man or woman,

to remain with the non-Christian in hope of converting him or her to the

Christian faith. (I Cor. 7:14-16) This was als
notable Tertullian, described the

o the opinion of Peter.

(1 Peter 3:1-2) The Church Fathers,

problems of a wmixed" marriage, (Tertullian, To His Wife, 11, 4-8), but

with the idea of prevention in mind, rather than divorce. In such a

union the Christian wife would not only be unable to have a partner with

whom to share her religion, but she would often be prevented from attend-

ing feasts, fasting, and praying because of her pagan husband's antagonism

toward Christianity. (in footnote quote To His Wife, II, 4) The fathers

never approved entering into this type of relationship. But if the

marriage were contracted before the wife was converted, then there was

hope that the husband would see the change in her and be converted.

Tertullian wrote that "the daily life of a Christian woman was a revela-

tion to her husband." (Kidd, Pp. 119) "He knows her changed for the

better. Thus even he himself is, by his awe of her, as one who apires

to God." (Foster, p. 44)
hristianity to be a destructive force in the

(égﬁove) Often, although the wives became

Pagans considered C

comunity and in the family.







{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Book","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Book","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Book","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Book","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Book","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Book","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Book","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Book","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}



