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Preface  
 
While Galatians 3:28 has played a significant role in women in leadership debates, I did not address 
it in my book From Genesis to Junia, apart from a passing reference on page 120. In this paper, I 
examine Galatians 3:28 much more thoroughly and explore its contribution to the debate.  
 
 

Introduction  
 
Galatians 3:28 has been a battleground text in the Egalitarian vs. Complementarian debates.1 In 
context, the passage reads:  
 

So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for all of you who were baptized 
into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither 
slave nor free, nor is there male and 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. 
3:26-29) 

 
There are several interpretive issues in this text, but I’ll only focus on those that are relevant for our 
question: does this passage support women in church leadership? 
 
Complementarians argue that it’s not talking about role relations in the church or family, and it 
certainly isn’t talking about leadership in the church.2 Rather, “Paul simply has in mind that all 
believers, no matter what their racial, social, or gender status, share the same spiritual status in their 
union with Christ.”3 Or in Richard Hove’s words: “this is the complementarian position: Galatians 
3:28 is primarily about the inclusion of all peoples in the blessings of God in Christ. To use this 
verse for other purposes is illegitimate.”4  

 
1  Complementarian Peter Schemm says “No single verse of Scripture has attracted as much attention during the modern 
general role debate as Galatians 3:28” (“Galatians 3:28—Prooftext or Context?,” Journal for Biblical Manhood and 
Womanhood 8/1 [Spring 2003], 23–30 [23]. 
2 “Paul’s statement is not concerned with the role relationships of men and women within the Body of Christ but rather 
with their common initiation/integration into it through faith and baptism.” (Ronald Fung, “Ministry in the New 
Testament,” in The Church and the Bible and the World, ed. D. A. Carson [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1987], 183-184).  
3 Schemm, “Galatians 3:28,” 23 
4 Richard Hove, Equality in Christ? Galatians 3:28 and the Gender Dispute (Wheaton: Crossway, 1999), 102. 



 
Some Complementarians agree that such oneness in Christ brings with its social implications. Slaves 
and freeman, Jews and Gentiles, men and woman, all sitting down together at the Lord’s table would 
certainly have been socially remarkable in the first century. “The social implications, however, must 
also include what Paul wrote elsewhere” about leadership roles in the church.5 And, of course, 
complementarians all agree that Paul elsewhere excludes women from positions of leadership over 
men.  
 
While Complementarians don’t think this passage is relevant for the debate, many Egalitarians 
consider it essential. “Of all the texts that support biblical equality,” writes Rebecca Groothuis, 
“Galatians 3:26-28 is probably the most important.”6 David Scholar likewise says that “Galatians 
3:28 is “the fundamental Pauline theological basis for the inclusion of women and men as equal and 
mutual partners in all of the ministries of the church.”7 Egalitarians agree that the passage is about a 
person’s equal status in justification and baptism, but they argue that this status radically affects the 
ongoing life of the church. Kristen Guidero writes:  
 

…since the effects of the baptism that enjoins this new status are not restricted to a one-
time event, they structure the ongoing life of the church, including its leadership roles. Thus, 
through baptism into Christ, women as well as men, slaves as well as free, Gentiles as well as 
Jews, receive both equal entrance and equal standing within the community of Christ.8 

   
In short, the debate is over whether the social implications of Galatians 3:28 includes equal 
availability of leadership roles for men and women alike. Before we weigh into this, I want to make 
an important observation about the wording in Galatians 3:28—one that often goes unmentioned, 
or underappreciated, in the complementarian-egalitarian debate.  
 
 

Neither Male and Female: Paul’s Allusion to Genesis 1:27 
 
In Galatians 3:28, the first two pairs (“neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free”) are different 
from the third pair (“nor is there male and female”). The third pair doesn’t say “nor is there male nor 
female,” despite the fact that modern writers sometimes quote it this way.9 In fact, the phrase “male 
and female” is a direct allusion to Genesis 1:27 where the exact same phrase occurs.10 But Paul says 
“nor is there ‘male and female’,” which raises the question: Why does Paul negate Genesis 1:27?  
 

 
5 Tom Schreiner, Galatians (ZECNT 9; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 159. 
6 Rebecca Groothuis, Good News for Women: A Biblical Picture of Gender Equality (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), 25. 
7 David M. Scholer, “Galatians 3:28 and the Ministry of Women in the Church,” in Theology, News and Notes 
(Pasadena, Calif.: Fuller Theological Seminary, June 1998), 19-22. 
8 https://www.cbeinternational.org/resource/no-longer-any-male-and-female-galatians-3-baptismal-identity-and/ 
9 Wayne Grudem, for instance, consistently and wrongly quotes it as “neither male nor female” in his book Evangelical 
Feminism and Biblical Truth: An Analysis of More Than 100 Disputed Questions (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012), 183-87. 
10 See also Gen 5:2, and of animals in Gen 6:19-20; 7:2, 3, 9, 16; cf. Plato, who discusses “…the need for every man and 
child, free born or slave, female or male and indeed the whole city, to sing, to themselves, unceasingly, the very charms we 
have described, changing them this way and that to provide all sorts of variety, so that the singers develop an insatiable 
desire for the songs and take pleasure in them” (Plato, Laws, 665C). 



Many scholars who appeal to Galatians 3:28 in the gender debates don’t seem to notice this 
problem.11 The few who do have offered different reasons why Paul alludes to Genesis 1:27 here. 
One view says that by quoting Genesis 1:27, Paul “envisaged the restoration of a pristine 
androgynous image.” This view assumes that “male and female” in Genesis 1 refers to a singular 
androgynous human who was later split into a male and a female. Some early interpreters read 
Genesis 1:27 this way, and it was a popular assumption in pagan mythology and among some early 
Christians.12 But this understanding of Genesis 1:27 is not only highly questionable, but there’s no 
evidence that Paul held this view. The biggest problem with this view is the simple observation that 
Paul negates Genesis 1:27. If Genesis envisioned an original androgynous human, Paul doesn’t 
anticipate returning to this state, but moving beyond it. In Christ, “there is no male and female (= 
original androgyny).”13   
 
Another view is that Paul anticipated the erasure of sexual distinctions altogether in the new 
creation.14 This could work if we detach Paul’s phrase “neither male and female” from the rest of his 
theology. But Paul elsewhere affirms the goodness of the creation of male and female (Eph 5:29-32), 
advocates against blurring these distinctions in the church (1 Cor 11:2-16; cf. Rom 1:26-27), and 
anticipates the resurrection of our bodies, which are intrinsically sexed (1 Cor 15:35-49).15 While later 
Gnostics celebrated the erasure of sex difference in the new age, it’s unlikely that Paul did.16  
 
There’s a third view that I think best understands what Paul’s doing with Genesis 1:27. It’s not 
without its challenges, but I think it’s best of all our options. Not only does it fit the context of both 
Galatians 3:26-4:9, but it also resonates with how first-century readers might have understood the 
phrase “male and female.” In short, Paul is using “male and female” as a short hand for cultural 
assumptions about marriage, which in Judaism were derived from Genesis 1:27. In particular, 
married women (with children) had a higher status than single women and widows.17 Paul is in 

 
11 Or they don’t think there is a problem. For instance, Philip Payne suggests that “Paul’s substitution of kai [“and”] for 
oude [“nor”] doesn’t change the meaning of 3:28’s final pair. It, too, conveys the single idea, “There is no male-female 
division…in Christ” (Bible Vs. Biblical Womanhood: How God’s Word Consistently Affirms Gender Equality [Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2023], 104). But this seems to go beyond what Paul actually says. He doesn’t say there is no male-female 
division in Christ, but “there is no male and female.” Paul is doing more than simply introducing an arbitrary change of 
conjunctions—“and” instead of “nor”—but is quoting Genesis 1:27 and negating it (or negating something about how it 
was understood in Paul’s day).  
12 So W. A. Meeks, ‘The Image of the Androgyne: Some Uses of a Symbol in Earliest Christianity’, History of Religions 13 
(1973–74), 165–208 (185 with n. 88), who is followed by Hans Dieter Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the 
Churches in Galatian (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 196-200. This interpretation is taken by Clement of 
Alexandria, Strom. 3.13.92; 2 Clement 12.2; Gospel of Thomas 37, 22b; see Judith Gundry-Volf, “Male and Female in 
Creation and New Creation: Interpretations of Galatians 3.28c in 1 Corinthians 7,” in To tell the Mystery: Essays on New 
Testament Eschatology in Honor of Robert H. Gundry (LNTS; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 103-104. 
13 See Gundry, “Male and Female,” 103. 
14 Meeks, ‘The Image,” 165–208. 
15 See my Embodied: Transgender Identities, the Church & What the Bible Has to Say (Colorado Springs: David C. Cook, 2021), 
73-76. 
16 Gos. Egy., quoted by Clem. Alex., Strom. 3:45, 63ff., 91 
17 “In this understanding,” writes Bruce Hansen, “‘there is no male and female’ refers not to the end of sexuality or 
gender but to the adiaphorization of marriage and procreation. Thus, a paterfamilias, married with children, would have 
no greater status than an unmarried woman or widows” (Bruce Hansen, ‘All of You Are One’: The Social Vision of Gal 3.28, 
1 Cor 12.13 and Col 3.11 [LNTS; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2010], 11). Variations of this view can also be 
found in Ben Witherington, “Rite and Rights for Women—Galatians 3.28,” NTS 27 (1981), 593-604; Gundry, “Male 
and Female.” 



essence saying that such social hierarchy between married and unmarried women is upended 
through the gospel.  
 
Support for this view comes from several places. In the New Testament, the only other time 
Genesis 1:27 is quoted in the New Testament is in Matthew 19:4-6 (cf. Mark 10:6-9), where Jesus 
connects it with Genesis 2:24 in the context of marriage:  
 

“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and 
female’ (Gen 1:27) and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and 
be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’ (Gen 2:24)”?  

 
What’s interesting is that Jesus only needs to cite Genesis 2:24 to argue against divorce. And yet he 
quotes this passage seamlessly with Genesis 1:27. Whatever his reason for doing so, he brings 
Genesis 1:27 into the realm of marriage. Such a move is understandable, since Genesis 1:27 flows 
into the procreation command of Genesis 1:28.  
 
Naturally, ancient Jewish interpreters took Genesis 1:27 to be a statement about marriage and 
procreation, not just about sex difference (the two are related, of course). The Dead Sea scrolls 
quote Genesis 1:27 as a shorthand for monogamous marriage in order to refute polygamy.18 And 
later rabbis interpret Genesis 1:27 and 1:28 together to mean that mankind was created male and 
female in order to be “fruitful and multiply.”19 Jesus’s use of Genesis 1:27 in connection with marriage, 
then, fits within a common Jewish perspective.  
 
In the wider Greco-Roman world, the belief that people should marry and procreate was 
widespread. Augustus created laws that rewarded marriage and child-bearing and penalized 
singleness.20 Widows were obligated to remarry within 2 years of their husband’s death.21 In Athens, 
only married men could serve in office. And Plato argued that men and women are obligated to 
procreate for the good of the State.22 Women in particular faced social backlash if they neither 
married nor procreated. Their value, in both Judaism and the Greco-Roman world, was intrinsically 
connected to men—to their father as a girl and then to their husband when they were of marital age.  
 
Within this context, Christianity’s elevation of singleness was striking—especially single women, 
whether widows or virgins. The same gospel that leveled social hierarchies between Jews and 
Greeks, slave and free, also leveled social hierarchies that existed between the married and 
unmarried (Gal 3:28). A woman’s value is found in Christ, not whether she was married and bore 
children. This may have been Paul’s point, therefore, in negating Genesis 1:27—a key marriage text 
in first-century Judaism—in Galatians 3:28. 
 

 
18 CD 4:21; cf. 4Q416 2 iii 21-iv. 1. 
19 Babylonian Talmud Yev. 63b; m. Yebam. 6:6; b. Mo’ed Qat. 8b; 23a; b. David Daube cites m Yeb. 6.6, t. Yeb. 8.4, b. Yeb. 62a 
(The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism [Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2011], 76-78). See also Witherington, “Rite and 
Rights,” 599; Gundry, “Male and Female,” 106. 
20 The lex Julia de maritandis ordinibus and the lex Julia de adulteriis coercendis, both enacted around 18 B.C., on which see 
Lynn Cohick, Women in the World of the Earliest Christians: Illuminating Ancient Ways of Life (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009), 99-
131. 
21 According to the lex Julia and lex Papia Poppaea passed by Augustus; see Cohick, Women, 104. 
22 See Witherington, “Rite and Rights,” 595-96. 



This view might find support from 1 Corinthians 7, where Paul mentions all three pairs 
(Jew/Gentile, slave/free, male/female), though not in formulaic form like Galatians 3:28. Some 
scholars go so far to say that 1 Corinthians 7 is Paul’s “commentary on Galatians 3:28.” This might 
be an overstatement, but Paul clearly states that neither men nor women need to be married in order 
to fulfill their calling (7:1-16)—indeed, it would be better if they remain single (7:38). And if one is 
circumcised or not circumcised, slave or free, they should remain in the state that they are (7:17-24). 
If slaves can seek freedom, they should (7:21). But in terms of one’s status in the community, 
“neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of 
God” (1 Cor 7:19)—a declaration very close to Galatians 6:15: “For neither circumcision counts for 
anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation.”  
 
The compressed formula of Galatians 3:28, then, is unpacked in 1 Corinthians 7, where Paul elevates 
the status of non-married women on par with the married. This lends support for viewing Paul’s 
phrase “neither ‘male and female’” (Gal 3:28) as ascribing equal status to men and especially women in 
Christ, regardless of their marital status.23 This doesn’t mean Paul is disagreeing with Genesis 1:27, 
but with cultural assumptions surrounding marriage that are captured in the shorthand “male and 
female.” In Christ, a woman’s worth is no longer found in her connection to a husband. Her status 
as a “son of God” is ascribed to her through her union to Christ—whether single or married.  
 
The familial context of Galatians 3:28 may lend support to this reading. Galatians 3:28 participates in 
Paul’s argument about one’s membership and status in the family of God (Gal 3:26-4:7). We are all 
“sons of God” (3:26), “Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise” (3:29), who “receive 
adoption to sonship” (4:5) and therefore equal heirs of the family inheritance (4:7). Paul dismantles a 
cultural system, embraced by the Galatian Judaizers, where Greeks, slaves, and unmarried or barren 
women would receive no share of the family’s inheritance that was otherwise bestowed upon the 
son of the paterfamilias (“father of the family”). Unmarried Christian women would be particularly 
interested to hear that their faith in Christ alone satisfies the requirements to inherit the family estate 
alongside circumcised (or uncircumcised!) men.   
 
Jews and Gentiles are equal members of the family. Slaves and free persons are equal members of 
the family. And women are part of the family, whether they are married or not. “Neither male and 
female,” then, corresponds to the primary principle underlying the first and most significant pair, 
“neither Jew nor Greek.” Or in the words of Bruce Hansen: “‘no male and female’ would then be a 
variation on the dismantling of ethnic privilege inherent in the first pair, Jew/Greek…Blood relation 
would give way to another basis for community as it is displaced from its prominence for shaping 
identity and solidarity.”24 
 
Of all the available options, I think this interpretation makes the most sense of Paul’s cultural 
context, his immediate argument, and the overarching concerns of Galatians as a whole.  
 
But there are several challenges to this interpretation. 
 
 

 
23 See too Witherington, Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
280, who makes a similar point. 
24 Hansen, ‘All of You Are One’, 11.  



Challenges to This Interpretation  
 
For one, it’s such a subtle meaning that one could wonder if Paul’s audience would have understood 
it. Would they really read “male and female” to mean the requirement of marriage and the status that comes 
with it for women?  
 
That might feel like a tough sell for modern readers. But most Pauline scholars agree that we should 
discover what Paul meant by looking at what Paul actually said, not by speculating whether we think 
his audience understood it. We simply don’t know whether Paul’s audience caught all of his 
subtleties.25 But we do know what Paul wrote. Moreover, it’s now widely agreed upon that Old 
Testament echoes and allusions in Paul’s letters play a significant role in his argumentation.26 
Examples of this are legion. One need only to flip back a few verses to see how Paul alludes to 
Leviticus 18:5 and Habakkuk 2:4 in Galatians 3:11-12. Paul plays these two passages off each other 
in curious ways, and yet these allusions clearly function significantly in Paul’s argument. In the case 
of Leviticus 18:5, it’s likely that Paul is thinking more about how this verse was understood among 
his Jewish peers than its original meaning in the context of Leviticus 18.27 If Paul’s was addressing a 
current cultural understanding of Genesis 1:27 in Galatians 3:28, this would not be uncharacteristic 
of how Paul argues elsewhere.  
 
Another challenge to my reading is that Paul isn’t concerned about issues of marriage and singleness 
in Galatians. It comes and goes so quickly in Galatians 3:28, one might wonder if this is really Paul’s 
point.  
 
My response to this is threefold. First, many scholars suggest that Paul is citing a pre-Pauline 
tradition in Galatians 3:28. Some call it a baptism formula or liturgy that was already in existence and 
probably familiar to both Paul and his audience. While I find this difficult to prove, Galatians 3:28 
does appear without any syntactical connection to the previous verse, which makes sense if he is 
citing a traditional formula. If he is, then the meaning of the saying, including “neither male and 
female,” might have been already familiar to his audience. Second, as mentioned earlier, Paul deals 
with the content of all three pairs (Jew/Greek, slave/free, male/female) throughout 1 Corinthians 7, 
where the status of married and unmarried women are very much central to his point. This makes 
sense if the tradition lying behind Galatians 3:28 wasn’t too far from Paul’s mind in 1 Corinthians 
7.28 Third, my reading of “male and female” does fit with the context of family and inheritance in 
Galatians 3-4. While a woman’s marital status may not be central to his argument in Galatians, it’s not 
completely irrelevant, especially for the female members of the Galatian church, who are otherwise 
left out of Paul’s ongoing discussion of circumcision and uncircumcision. 
 
Until I find a better way to interpret Paul’s allusion to Genesis 1:27, I think this interpretation is the 
best attempt to make sense of the text.  
 
 

 
25 Even Peter thought Paul wasn’t the easiest writer to understand (2 Pet 3:15-16). 
26 The classic work is Richard Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (Baylor University Press, 1989). 
27 This was the subject of my dissertation, Law and Life: The Interpretation of Leviticus 18:5 in Early Judaism and in Paul 
(WUNT 241; Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2008). 
28 As argued by Gundry, “Male and Female.”  



Galatians 3:28 and Women in Leadership 
 
To return to our original question: What contribution does Galatians 3:28 make in the women in 
leadership debates?  
 
Again, the debate often centers on whether Galatians 3:28 refers to entrance requirements—i.e. all 
people are included in the community on the same basis of faith—or the social implications within 
the ongoing life of the church.  
 
I do think egalitarians are right to point out that separating entrance requirements from the social 
implications would be foreign to Paul—and his argument in Galatians. While Galatians 3-4 is 
focused on salvation history and one’s entrance into the community, Paul seamlessly discusses the 
many ethical implications that are intrinsic to one’s status as a son of God (Gal 5-6). The same Spirit 
given to believers at justification (Gal 3:14) empowers believers to live by the Spirit (Gal 5:16-23).29 
“The baptism in Gal 3:27 constitutes not only a public announcement of a private one-time decision 
but also the individual’s acceptance of a continually developing communally-shaped life that upends 
other identities.”30   
 
To add to this point, the immediate context includes notions of sonship and inheritance (3:26-4:7), 
the implications of which don’t stop at one’s entrance into the community. Paul challenges the 
ancient assumption that it was the father’s first-born son who enjoyed certain privileges, including 
inheriting the estate. The fact that women are called “sons of God” and “heirs of the promise” 
challenges norms about gender in the ancient world. Their adoption, along with Gentiles, into 
Abraham’s family (Gal 4:4-5) implies ongoing social implications. It’s not as if a person with a lower 
social status is adopted into the family on the same basis as those with a higher status, but then 
experiences social hierarchies within the family. Rather, they experience the same privileges as a first-
born son. Therefore, to say Galatians 3:28 is about entry requirements and not about social status in 
the ongoing life of the church fails to appreciate the impact Paul’s family metaphors would have had 
on his first-century audience.  
 
Many complementarians, however, do say that Galatians 3:28 carries with it social implications. They 
just don’t think these implications have to do with leadership roles in the church. At least Paul is not 
dealing with these here. I think this too is a valid point. While Paul does deal with leadership roles in 
the church elsewhere (Titus 1; 1 Timothy 2-3), this doesn’t seem to be his focus in Galatians. 
Women’s worth, status, and value—yes. But specific roles in the church, including leadership, 
preaching, and teaching? These lie outside of Paul’s concerns here.  
 
I think it’s wrongheaded to cite Galatians 3:28 as a statement about ontological equality and then 
deduce that women can be leaders in the church. For one, Galatians 3:28 is more about unity in 
Christ, rather than ontological equality in Christ. That latter is certainly true, but we must resist 
imposing modern notions of “equality” into an ancient text that did share these same concerns. 31 

 
29 See Doug Heidebrecht, “Distinction and Function in the Church: Reading Galatians 3:28 in Context,” Direction 34/2 
(2005): 181-193 (183). 
30 Kirsten Guidero, “‘No longer’,” https://www.cbeinternational.org/resource/no-longer-any-male-and-female-
galatians-3-baptismal-identity-and/  
31 Doug Heidebrecht, an egalitarian, rightly says: “we must acknowledge that the assertion that Galatians 3:28 specifically 
proclaims the equality of men and women likely imposes a foreign category onto the text in the guise of contemporary 



Plus, even if we read Galatians 3:28 as affirming the ontological equality of men and women, it 
doesn’t follow that both can be leaders. If God only calls men to serve as leaders in the church, this 
does not mean they are ontologically superior to women, since the Christian view of leadership isn’t 
one where leaders are ontologically superior to non-leaders (cf. Mark 10:42-45). Two things can be 
true at the same time: women can be celebrated as having the same ontological value as men, while 
leadership roles are reserved for men. 
 
I’m not yet convinced, therefore, that Galatians 3:28 can be applied specifically to women’s 
leadership in the church. Questions about leadership seem to be outside Paul’s concerns in Galatians 
3. 
 
Cynthia Westfall, however, disagrees with this. She points out that the themes of authority and 
leadership play crucial roles in Galatians. Paul begins his letter with a lengthy narrative about 
authority and leadership in the church (1:6-2:19). He demonstrates that his authority as an apostle is 
equal to the Jerusalem leaders, who have raised suspicious about his ministry to the Gentiles. Paul’s 
mission to the Gentiles was authorized by direct revelation from God (1:11-12), and when he began 
his ministry, he didn’t need “to consult any human being” (Gal 1:16), not even “those who were 
apostles before” him (1:17). When he did finally talk to the Jerusalem leaders (James, Cephas, and 
John), the ones who “seem to be pillars” of the church (2:9), they agreed with Paul’s mission to the 
Gentiles. And when Peter stopped dinning with Gentiles, Paul confronted him to his face (2:14).  
 
The first two chapters of Galatians, argues Westfall, confront traditional leadership structures in the 
church. Westfall goes on to applies this to Galatians 3:28:  
 

In the context of Galatians, when Paul makes “there is no slave nor free, there is no male 
and female” parallel to “there is no Jew or Greek,” right in the middle of his argument, he is 
indicating that a similar scope of change in the culture, social practices, and authority 
structure of the church needs to be implemented to abolish entitlement and discrimination 
in the church in these other core social relationships.32 

 
 
This is certainly an interesting proposal, but I’m not yet persuaded. Paul’s argument about his 
authority as an apostle to the Gentiles validates his gospel message; namely, that Gentiles don’t need 
to take on Jewish practices to be full members in Abraham’s family. This much is true. But whatever 
arguments he makes about authority and leadership, he’s concerned to validate his leadership and 
authority. To say that these same concerns over leadership and authority apply to the roles that the 
three pairs in Galatians 3:28 will play in the life of the church seems to go beyond Paul’s point. It’s 
possible that this could be an implication. But there’s little textual evidence that Paul has this specific 
point in mind.  
 
 

 
language and values. Paul’s point is that believers are ‘one’ in Christ, not that they are equal” (“Distinction and 
Function,” 189).  
32  Cynthia Long Westfall, “Male and Female, One in Christ: Galatians 3:26-29,” in Ronald W. Pierce and Cynthia Long 
Westfall (eds.) Discovering Biblical Equality: Biblical, Theological, Cultural, and Practical Perspectives (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2021), 159-84 (175).   



Conclusion  
 
In my estimation, those who cite Galatians 3:28 as clear support for women in leadership face some 
challenges. While the text certainly includes some radical social implications for those who are in 
Christ, it’s unclear that women in church leadership is necessarily one of those implications.   

 
Most of all, there’s that nagging question many egalitarians don’t address—why does Paul negate 
Genesis 1:27, “male and female?” I have argued that Paul’s point is that a woman’s status in the 
community does not depend on her connection to a man (specifically, a husband). Women too are 
adopted as “sons of God” and are heirs of the inheritance (Gal. 4:1-7). But this, to my mind, falls 
short of saying something specific about women’s leadership in the church. Galatians 3:28 certainly 
doesn’t prohibit women from leadership. And if other passages support women in leadership, then 
Galatians 3:28 might resonate with this. But I don’t think this text alone offers clear support for 
women in leadership. If we want to find out what Paul thinks about women and church leadership, 
we should prioritize passages where Paul more directly addresses women and church leadership. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


