
Cedarville University
DigitalCommons@Cedarville

Business Administration Faculty Publications School of Business Administration

Fall 2004

A Response to Marriage Made in Eden: A Pre-
Modern Perspective for a Post-Christian World
John Tarwater
Cedarville University, jtarwater@cedarville.edu

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/
business_administration_publications

Part of the Biblical Studies Commons, Christianity Commons, Family, Life Course, and Society
Commons, and the Gender and Sexuality Commons

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by
DigitalCommons@Cedarville, a service of the Centennial Library. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Business Administration Faculty
Publications by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@Cedarville. For more information, please contact
digitalcommons@cedarville.edu.

Recommended Citation
Tarwater, John, "A Response to Marriage Made in Eden: A Pre-Modern Perspective for a Post-Christian World" (2004). Business
Administration Faculty Publications. 137.
http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/business_administration_publications/137

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Digital Commons

https://core.ac.uk/display/301483967?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://www.cedarville.edu/?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://www.cedarville.edu/?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/business_administration_publications?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/business_administration?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/business_administration_publications?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/business_administration_publications?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/539?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1181?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/419?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/419?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/420?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/business_administration_publications/137?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@cedarville.edu
http://www.cedarville.edu/Academics/Library.aspx?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://www.cedarville.edu/Academics/Library.aspx?utm_source=digitalcommons.cedarville.edu%2Fbusiness_administration_publications%2F137&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


42

Journal for Biblical Manhood and Womanhood

In their most recent work on marriage, Alice Mathews and Gay 
Hubbard—professor and guest lecturer at Gordon-Conwell 
Theological Seminary respectively—explore Godʼs design 
and purpose for marriage. Having received positive reviews 
from several leading evangelical scholars, such as Stanley 
Grenz, Gordon Fee, and Vernon Grounds, Marriage Made in 
Eden warrants considerable attention. Because Mathews and 
Hubbardʼs book represents a significant argument support-
ing egalitarianism, it also deserves a serious response. In this 
article, I will concentrate my analysis on the bookʼs contribu-
tion as it relates to the role of women, which appears to be 
the driving issue for the authors. I will divide this article into 
two sections. In the first, I will present the contents of the text, 
giving special attention to the arguments in favor of egalitarian-
ism. In the second, I will evaluate and respond to the authors  ̓
rationale.

Arguments in Favor of Egalitarianism

 Mathews and Hubbard claim that the purpose of the 
book is to explore “what God had in mind when he designed 
marriage and how the purpose of marriage is both to transform 
us and to witness to Godʼs grace and power in a sinful world” 
(19). In order to accomplish this task, they seek to answer two 
questions: “First, what is marriage as a social institution in this 
present culture? Second, what does marriage for God s̓ people 
look like in this present time, in this present culture” (20)? 
Organizationally, this becomes the outline of the text: Cultureʼs 
case against marriage and Godʼs case for marriage. Ironically, a 
large portion of their egalitarian position finds its support in the 

section on cultureʼs case against marriage (91–152) rather than 
in the section on Godʼs case for marriage (153–250). 

 Mathews and Hubbard seek to justify their egalitarian 
position by utilizing arguments from history, from psychology, 
and from Scripture. Although they do not explicitly express this 
intention, these three lines of argumentation are clearly evident.

Arguments from History 

 Mathews and Hubbard develop their case for egali-
tarianism from history along two fronts. First, in their pre-
sentation of cultureʼs case against marriage, they suggest that 
record numbers of women chose not to marry and chose to 
divorce during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, primarily 
because of the Doctrine of Separate Spheres. The Doctrine of 
Separate Spheres, according to Mathews and Hubbard, is the 
belief that “men and women possess fundamentally different 
natures and thus must have completely separate spheres of 
activity” (92). In contrast to the press and clergy who reasoned 
gender differences were ordained by God, Mathews and Hub-
bard write that complementarianism distorts the “biblical vi-
sion” and represents the idea of “Constantinian accommodation 
to the culture” (106). 

 Mathews and Hubbard suggest that the Doctrine of 
Separate Spheres turned women into consumers of income 
rather than producers. Consequently, women became dissatis-
fied with not producing and developed low self-esteem (95). In 
the seventeenth century, women knew their husbandʼs business 
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and often played a vital role in it. Often they were considered 
“deputy husbands,” which meant that they performed many of 
the duties often associated with men. Women were politically 
active and often ran farms and businesses, especially during 
wartime to help provide for their families (98). In addition to 
contributing in political and business affairs, Mathews and 
Hubbard say that women actively participated in revival and 
congregational activities during the First Great Awakening. 
Thus, the authors seek to demonstrate that before the eigh-
teenth century, women were active in every arena and that 
different roles for women based upon gender distinction were 
absent.

 In the eighteenth century, however, as the economy 
flourished, families gradually changed. The idea of the “pretty 
gentle woman” emerged, and women began focusing their 
attention on the home and family. Gradually, Mathews and 
Hubbard suggest, “womenʼs work and space were separated 
from menʼs work and space, and a new construct of ideal roles 
began to emerge” (97). Even the “Declaration of Indepen-
dence” contributed to this change in understanding womenʼs 
role by expressing “all men are created equal.” By using the 
word men, the founding fathers excluded slaves, men without 
property, and women. Citizenship for women was relegated to 
moral training in the home and “spawned the sentimentalizing 
of domestic duties” (99).

Mathews and Hubbard argue that the Doctrine of 
Separate Spheres produced mutual animosity between men and 
women during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Men re-
sented having to work long hours to produce all of the income, 
and women became bitter for being confined to the home (114). 
Consequently, more and more women chose not to marry dur-
ing this period, and record numbers of women chose to divorce 
and avoided the emerging structures of male domination.  

A second line of argument from history in favor of 
egalitarianism also stems from cultureʼs case against marriage. 
The authors note that in the twentieth century, more and more 
couples chose cohabitation rather than marriage. First, cohabi-
tation represents the present generationʼs fear of divorce (67–
69). Second, from the postmodernist perspective, cohabitation 
is not necessarily morally wrong, since morality is a private 
matter. Mathews and Hubbard disagree with this ethical stance, 
but agree that it does faithfully represent postmodernismʼs case 
against marriage. Third, Mathews and Hubbard write, cohabi-
tation permits greater freedom for individuals than marriage 
does. With this statement, the authors agree. Marriage involves 
the loss of personal freedom, sexual freedom, and economic 
freedom. For women, this loss includes control over their own 
bodies—their safety. Mathews and Hubbard continue, “The 
church, particularly its evangelical arm, continues to demon-
strate a shameful disregard for womenʼs safety in marriage” 
(74). In the footnote on this quote, the authors write: “For 
example, a very large Protestant denomination recently made 

part of their statement of faith the requirement that a woman 
submit ʻgraciously  ̓to the loving leadership of her husband. 
Nothing was said about her options if he chose to enforce his 
ʻloving  ̓leadership with his fists. Still less was said about the 
denominationʼs provisions to deal with the man if violence 
occurred. Such disregard of womenʼs safety is not lost on the 
present generation (men and women) when they consider mar-
riage” (266). Citing Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen, Mathews and 
Hubbard contend that conservative religiosity—complemen-
tarian theology—is the greatest indicator of domestic vio-
lence, only second to alcohol (144). Sadly, the authors record, 
“women in conservative churches and denominations often find 
little or no sympathy from their ministers” (145). Thus, women 
should not marry if the institution includes the recognition of 
God-ordained roles, because such an arrangement threatens 
their health and well-being. Women are less likely, moreover, 
to receive help and comfort from churches that teach God-or-
dained gender differences. 

These lessons from history challenge the churchʼs un-
derstanding of how marriage was, and its presuppositions about 
how it ought to be. History, they record, demonstrates that 
the pattern of marriage advocated in the Victorian period was 
a “nineteenth century invention . . . and had little if anything 
to do with the Christian mandate for marriage” (220). They 
conclude that the Victorian model, supporting gender-specific 
roles, did not work and cannot, in good faith, be taught as a 
biblical model. 

Arguments from Psychology

Mathews and Hubbard also argue for egalitarianism 
from psychology. With a doctoral degree in psychology, Hub-
bard is certainly qualified to speak from this perspective. In de-
veloping their case against biblical complementarity, Mathews 
and Hubbard consider whether or not women experience 
protection, provision, and harmony in marriage in exchange for 
their self-surrender (131–33). In order to understand a womanʼs 
experience in marriage, Mathews and Hubbard utilized macro-
sociological analysis developed by Samuel Huntington, which 
examines possible gaps between an individualʼs ideals and his 
reality. The authors contend that a gap does exist between “a 
manʼs and womanʼs commitment to the Doctrine of Separate 
Spheres in Christian marriage and his or her lived experience 
within marriage” (134). 

According to Matthews and Hubbard, people feel 
uncomfortable when there is a gap between what is promised 
and what is experienced, often without knowing why. If people 
recognize the gap and also believe in the ideal and its promise, 
they begin to question the authority behind the teaching, such 
as the church. Or, they will work to reduce the tension between 
their commitment to the ideal and their experience by experi-
menting with alternatives. In order to discover what people 
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believe about and experience in marriage, Mathews and Hub-
bard distributed questionnaires to men and women in “eleven 
large conservative churches in various parts of the United 
States” about Scriptureʼs teachings in four areas: general roles, 
sex, decision making, and earning and spending patterns. 
They claim that in fact a gap existed between what people 
said they believed and how they actually acted. “For example, 
while more than half of the women in the study said that they 
believed fully in hierarchical structures for marriage, only 8 
percent held hierarchical beliefs in the specific areas of sex in 
marriage or decision making in marriage” (138).

When participants were asked about their own experi-
ence of marriage and to describe the degree to which they were 
happy in marriage, Mathews and Hubbard report the results 
were startling. Among participants who held egalitarian views, 
none rated their experience as poor or negative. However, there 
were participants who held complementarian views of marriage 
who rated their experience of happiness in marriage as negative 
and poor. Thus, Mathews and Hubbard conclude: “When men 
and women identify for themselves the criteria for happiness in 
marriage, then rank their own experience of happiness in their 
marriages as fair or poor, it is difficult to defend hierarchical 
marital structures as ʻrightʼ” (142–43). 

In light of the historical and sociological data, how do 
Mathews and Hubbard propose people of faith should respond? 
They maintain that Christians must free themselves from “er-
roneous ideas about marriage” and stop discussing roles for 
men and women. Until this is done, marriage will continue “to 
baffle and disappoint many who have entered it” (147).

Arguments from Scripture

Mathews and Hubbard develop their case for egali-
tarianism from Scripture along two lines. First, they remind 
the reader that marriage is part of the whole story of Godʼs 
relationship with his people and that it stretches from Genesis 
to Revelation. Marriage is part of Godʼs story, and he can tell 
it the way he chooses. In order for us to hear it, however, we 
must lay aside personal agendas (160). Mathews and Hubbard 
write, “Because marriage is embedded within the experience of 
Godʼs people, it cannot, in a form of spiritual reductionism, be 
abstracted into a legalized prescription for marital roles” (162). 
Sometimes Christians place an irresponsible amount of empha-
sis on certain passages, such as Paulʼs letters about husbands 
and wives, and assume that these passages are relevant to 
Godʼs case for marriage. However, this practice demonstrates 
a misunderstanding of Godʼs goal and purpose for marriage in 
the lives of his people. God calls for Christian marriage to re-
flect his relationship with his people, the same purpose it had in 
the beginning. Accordingly, marriage for Godʼs people should 
be transformational and missional. Participants, by faithfully 

embodying God within communities, become more like God 
and demonstrate by their lives how others can come to know 
him.

A second line of argument from Scripture involves 
the examination of specific passages in the canon. First, they 
discuss passages from Genesis, which they affirm describes 
what God had in mind when he designed humans and marriage. 
The Genesis narrative expresses the foundation of Godʼs design 
for marriage: “For this reason a man will leave his father and 
mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one 
flesh” (Gen 2:24). The phrase, “for this reason,” reflects Godʼs 
relational imperative that led to Eveʼs creation. “God did not 
say, ʻAdam has too much work to do. Letʼs send help.  ̓God did 
not say, ʻAdam is the important First Man of humanity. Letʼs 
send someone to cook and clean for him.  ̓God did not say, 
ʻAdam needs help in making babies.  ̓What God did say was, 
ʻAdam is alone. That aloneness is not good. Letʼs make some-
one like him so that he will be alone no longerʼ” (177). 

Godʼs relational purpose of marriage was part of his 
broader plan to manage creation and fill the earth. The first two 
chapters of Genesis demonstrate three truths about humanity as 
male and female. First, men and women differ physiologically 
in order to fulfill Godʼs mandate to be fruitful and multiply. 
Second, chapter two indicates that the purpose of masculinity 
and femininity is to permit men and women to connect in more 
ways than sexual. “To help,” means “to share the same tasks.” 
Men and women are dependent and interdependent. Third, God 
gave his command to be fruitful and to subdue the earth to both 
men and women. “Both are to share in parenting, and both are 
to share in dominion” (179). 

The fall, however, introduced conflict into the marriage 
relationship. Adam began to exert power over Eve, a pattern 
that was unknown in the Garden (184). Mathews and Hubbard 
maintain that marriage is not about a hierarchy of privilege, 
authority, or importance. “Marriage does not provide a job 
description detailing the assignment of the tasks of daily liv-
ing” (200). Rather, marriage is about helping and caring for one 
another. Godʼs desire to restore his creation to shared parenting 
and shared provision has not changed, and the present tension 
in marriage is being resolved by the coming of Jesus Christ. 

  Second, Mathews and Hubbard address various New 
Testament passages that speak of the husband being the head 
of his wife and of the wife being in submission to her husband. 
The authors insist that proper interpretation and application of 
Scripture necessarily involves determining which commands 
and practices were only for the audience to which they were 
given and which ones are permanent and binding for all people 
in all places at all times. After discussing particular passages, 
Mathews and Hubbard write that although Christian marriages 
in the first century were structured hierarchically because the 
wider culture demanded it, this fact does not necessarily mean 



45

FALL 2004

that the household codes were only an interim ethic (214). 
Instead, the stipulations for husbands and wives are applicable 
today because they were mandated for the whole body of 
Christ—all of Godʼs people are to possess submissive spirits. 
Mathews and Hubbard summarize the New Testamentʼs picture 
of marriage as shared calling, shared parenting, shared domin-
ion, and shared accountability, which work together to make 
marriage missional (215–16). 

Mathews and Hubbard note that the New Testament has 
six “household codes,” three of which specifically address the 
husband/wife relationship: Eph 5:15–33; Col 3:18–19; and 1 
Pet 3:1–9. The authors contend that Peterʼs passage, much like 
Paulʼs letters to Timothy and Titus, was based upon already 
existing hierarchical structures and was introduced to maintain 
order within society (206). Their missional character is evi-
denced by Paulʼs statement “to give the enemy no opportunity 
for slander” (1 Tim 5:14). When Peter writes that women are to 
submit to their own husbands, he is speaking of a voluntary act 
for the purpose of demonstrating the gospel, not because men 
have any God-ordained authority. 

Similarly, Paulʼs injunction in Ephesians is not about 
authority. The phrase, “For the husband is head of the wife as 
Christ is head of the church” does not establish a doctrine of 
headship, which Mathews and Hubbard note is not a bibli-
cal term or biblical concept. They maintain that “head of his 
wife” is not defined in Scripture, but rather, it is described as 
a metaphor of two becoming one flesh. “Whatever else this 
metaphor carries, it is not linked to authority,” assert Mathews 
and Hubbard (209). Although they do not discuss Paulʼs pas-
sage of 1 Cor 11:3 in the text, they do make a similar argument 
in the endnotes. “Those who insist on interpreting head to 
mean ʻleader  ̓or ʻruler  ̓or ʻauthority over  ̓trip up on 1 Corin-
thians 11:3, which states that ʻthe head of Christ is God.  ̓While 
there are other dangers in a doctrine of subordination in the 
Trinity, in its simplest form it ignores the three-in-oneness of 
the Godhead” (280). Hence, Mathews and Hubbard reject the 
notion that Scripture defines certain roles based upon gender. 
Specifically, the complementarian view cannot find support 
in the writings of Peter and Paul in the New Testament nor in 
a doctrine of functional subordination in the Godhead. They 
conclude, “Only one passage in the New Testament explicitly 
addresses the question of authority in marriage”—1 Corinthi-
ans 7:2–5. In this passage, Paul makes clear that authority in 
marriage relationships is mutual (211–12). Since our bodies 
belong to God, we can trust them to our mates. 

Evaluation of and Response to the Text

 The evaluation below will focus on what I consider to 
be the most pivotal weaknesses in the text. I will organize my 
remarks according to the same paradigm used above: history, 
psychology, and Scripture.

Arguments from History

 With regard to history, Mathews and Hubbard argue 
that complementarian theology represents a post-eighteenth 
century phenomenon that distorts the biblical vision and ac-
commodates culture. Consequently, they continue, greater 
animosity exists between men and women and more individu-
als are choosing cohabitation and divorce rather than enter-
ing into an asymmetrical marriage relationship. Mathews and 
Hubbard rightly notice a considerable increase in the number 
of couples experiencing the tragedy of divorce and separa-
tion over the past century. Likewise, they correctly record that 
more individuals, Christian and non-Christian, are choosing to 
cohabitate rather than to marry. It is not apparent, however, that 
this increase in divorce and cohabitation stems from a doctrine 
of complementarity. More pointedly, it is difficult for Mathews 
and Hubbard to support their claim that complementary ideals 
only recently appeared and that it is characterized by a “Con-
stantinian accommodation to culture.” At least three reasons 
mitigate against their conclusion.

 First, culture affirms exactly what proponents of 
egalitarianism affirm, namely the impossibility of maintaining 
simultaneously male and female equality and God-ordained 
gender roles—exactly what complementarianism rejects. Simi-
larly, egalitarianism and culture agree that gender differences 
are primarily, if not only, important for biological reproduction, 
a claim that proponents of complementarianism strongly deny. 

Second, culture encourages exactly what some propo-
nents of egalitarianism encourage—the acceptability of the gay 
and lesbian lifestyles. Consider the remarks of Jack Rogers, the 
elected Moderator of the Presbyterian Church (USA) in 2001: 
“I believe if we read the Bible in the same way we learned to 
read it in order to accept the equality of… women, we will be 
forced to the conclusion that gay and lesbian people are also 
to be accepted as equal.”2 Again, this is in stark contrast to the 
commitments of complementarianism.

Third, culture rejects exactly what Mathews and Hub-
bard call the “historical model” of marriage (248). Far from an 
eighteenth or nineteenth century invention, or even a marked 
shift in the churchʼs traditional teaching, numerous theologians 
throughout the history of the church have taught that Scripture 
prescribes certain gender-specific roles within the family and 
the church. The following three quotes from Patristic, Refor-
mation, and Modern periods serve as examples:

Augustine: “Nor can it be doubted that it is more 
consonant with the order of nature that men 
should bear rule over women than women over 
men. It is with this principle in view that the apos-
tle says, ʻThe head of woman is man  ̓and ʻWives 
submit yourselves to your own husbands.ʼ”3
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Calvin: “Thus he [Paul] teaches that, even if the 
human race had remained in its original integrity, 
the true order of nature prescribed by God lays 
it down that woman should be subject to man. 
. . . Thus, since God did not create two ʻheads  ̓
of equal standing, but added to the man a lesser 
helpmeet, the apostle is right to remind us of the 
order of their creating in which Godʼs eternal and 
inviolable appointment is clearly displayed.”4

Barth: “At this point something must also be said 
about the question of the supremacy of the male 
and the subordination of the female in marriage. 
The question has been confused on both sides. 
. . . What else can supremacy and subordina-
tion mean here but that the male is male and the 
female is female. . . . The simple test is that when 
two people live together in demonstration of free 
mutual love this separation of functions will just 
take place . . . in all freedom . . . so that in fact the 
husband will precede and the wife follow.”5

The preponderance of evidence strongly moderates 
Mathews and Hubbardʼs claim that the complementarian posi-
tion is a recent development and that it accommodates society. 
To the contrary, present-day complementarianism aligns itself 
well with the Churchʼs historical understanding of authority 
within the male/female relationship, a position that obviates 
cultural accommodation. 

Mathews and Hubbard also speak to the growing 
episodes of violence among men and women in marriage 
relationships. They are correct to call attention to Scriptureʼs 
prohibition against abuse in marriage or any other relationship. 
However, they appear to stretch the bounds of credulity when 
they charge that the evangelical arm of the church demonstrates 
disregard for womenʼs safety within marriage. Equally disin-
genuous is their allegation that the Southern Baptist Conven-
tionʼs recent affirmation that a woman graciously submit to 
the loving leadership of her husband encourages husbands to 
“enforce his ʻloving  ̓leadership with his fists.”  

While these accusations are sure to incite the emotions 
of egalitarian readers, they do little to stimulate change and 
they demonstrate no acknowledgement of the Council of Bibli-
cal Manhood and Womanhoodʼs Statement on Abuse, which is 
endorsed by the framers of the Southern Baptist Conventionʼs 
statement on submission.6 This statement by the CBMW 
makes clear the complementarian position that Scripture does 
not support but condemns abuse between men and women. 
Furthermore, the Statement insists that the Christian commu-
nity is responsible for the well-being of its members and has 
“a responsibility to lovingly confront abusers and to protect 
the abused.” This position by complementarians stands in stark 
contrast to how Mathews and Hubbard portray them. While I 

trust that their depiction of complementarity was not intention-
ally skewed, their actions, nevertheless, merit concern.

Arguments from Psychology

Matthews and Hubbard also suggest that a gap exists 
between what men and women say they believe about roles 
within marriage and what they actually experience within 
marriage. More importantly, this gap directly relates a poor or 
negative experience within marriage to participants who hold 
complementarian views of marriage. Because some men and 
women who hold to complementary structures within marriage 
rate their experience in marriage as poor or negative, Mathews 
and Hubbard conclude that it is doubtful such structures are 
“right.” 

Mathews and Hubbard correctly note that not all mar-
riages are filled with happiness and bliss. Often participants 
articulate dissatisfaction and frustration, evidenced by the 
growing numbers of divorce. Moreover, the authors rightly 
warn readers against determining truth by oneʼs feelings (239). 
Notwithstanding these warnings, the authors position them-
selves dangerously close to postmodernismʼs temptation of 
“truth-by-feel-good.” How else are readers to understand the 
statement, “When men and women identify for themselves 
the criteria for happiness in marriage, then rank their own 
experience of happiness in their marriages as fair or poor, it is 
difficult to defend hierarchical marital structures as ʻright?ʼ” 
Whatever else it means, this statement entreats the reader to 
determine the rightness or wrongness of marital structures on 
his experience (i.e., feeling) of happiness within marriage. The 
problem with making feelings the determinant for right and 
wrong, Henry Fairlie writes, is that it is possible to feel good 
about oneself “in states of total vacuity, euphoria, intoxication, 
and self-indulgence, and it is even possible when we are doing 
wrong and know what we are doing.”7 Against this temptation 
to determine right and wrong by looking within, Scripture im-
plores individuals to fix their eyes on a higher authority: Godʼs 
revealed Word. Because of the sinfulness of humanity—our 
righteousness is like filthy rags—faithfulness to Godʼs special 
revelation must be the final determinant of right and wrong, not 
oneʼs experience of happiness.

There are other weaknesses in Mathews and Hubbardʼs 
argument for egalitarian structures for the marriage relation-
ship, primarily related to their theory regarding a gap between 
beliefs and experiences. Their subjective conclusions are at 
best tendentious, triggering more questions than answers. For 
example, what does it mean to say that “sixty percent of the 
participants practiced completely egalitarian decision making 
in the marriage” (140)? By this statement, are Mathews and 
Hubbard implying the husband consulted his wife in mak-
ing decisions? Or, do they portend that the husband in these 
relationships never made significant decisions? Even more 



47

FALL 2004

puzzling is their claim that only eight percent of the women in 
the study “held hierarchical beliefs in the specific areas of sex 
in marriage or decision making” (138). What can it possibly 
mean to have hierarchical beliefs about sex? Does this mean 
women initiated sex? Or, do they mean that these wives were 
not permitted to say “no” to their husbands? By no means are 
these ideas synonymous with complementarian doctrine. What-
ever Mathews and Hubbard connote by these statements, they 
do so without clarity. Accordingly, readers should probably 
temper Mathews and Hubbardʼs conclusion that “In light of 
these facts, Christians cannot in good faith continue to teach” a 
complementary model of marriage because “as it was prac-
ticed [it] did not work well for thousands of men and women” 
(221). Although all Christians desire for marriage to work well 
for those involved, pragmatism has never been the arbiter for 
whether or not a complementary model of marriage should be 
taught. Faithfulness to Scripture should guide the teachings of 
Christians. Therefore, I now turn my attention to the authors  ̓
rationale for egalitarianism from Scripture. 

Arguments From Scripture

With regard to Scripture, Mathews and Hubbard cor-
rectly write that God designed marriage and that proper inter-
pretation of Godʼs design requires readers to lay aside personal 
agendas. They are also right when they point to the creation 
narrative as the most important passages regarding male/female 
relationships because there God expresses the foundation of 
his design for marriage. However, I am convinced that their 
incomplete handling of these passages leads to a distorted 
view of Godʼs intentions for men and women within the family 
and the church and contributed to their choice not to include 
discussions in the main text on such important passages as 1 
Cor 11:3–16 and 1 Tim 2:11–14. Since the creation narrative is 
most important to the discussion, it is difficult to imagine why 
Mathews and Hubbard would not discuss these two passages, 
especially since they appeal directly to Genesis. Perhaps, the 
exclusion of these passages in the text reveals the authors  ̓fail-
ure to grasp or explain fully the centrality of the creation story 
for the present debate. 

Mathews and Hubbard are correct that Gen 1:26–28 
teaches the equality of men and women, even presenting man 
and woman as co-rulers and equally necessary for multiplica-
tion. Thus, they correctly note that Scriptures proposes that 
participants in marriage share dominion and share parent-
ing. They incorrectly deduce, however, that shared dominion 
excludes God-ordained, gender-designed roles. Their confusion 
stems from a failure to comprehend fully chapter two of Gen-
esis. There, Scripture says that God created man first (2:7–9), 
charged him to care for the garden (2:15–17), and provided 
him with a set of laws to enforce in the garden. God even gave 
the man authority to name the animals, as well as the woman 
(2:19–23). Hence, the male was the first one to care for the 

garden, to subdue it, and to enjoy dominion. Consequently, he 
bore ultimate responsibility before God for the initial mandate 
to subdue the earth and rule over it. In fact, he could have 
performed this task alone, but God said it was not good. Ac-
cordingly, God made man a helper, not in order that the garden 
have another leader, but rather, that man may have a helper, 
connoting functional responsibility. A proper understanding of 
the relationship between the sexes must include elements from 
both chapters: Genesis one and two. If this is done, one may 
rightly conclude that men and women are equal—they are both 
image bearers—and that they have different roles—the man is 
to lead and the woman is to come alongside and help. 

The New Testament passages excluded from the book 
lend credence to this interpretation. For example, in his first let-
ter to the church at Corinth, Paul taught that “the head of wom-
an is man” because man was created first: “For man is not from 
woman, but woman from man” (11:8). Mathews and Hubbard  
avoid mentioning Paulʼs division of roles in his letter to Timo-
thy. There Paul explicitly based his reasoning on the fact that 
“Adam was formed first, then Eve” (2:13). It is difficult to deny 
the importance of God creating men and women at different 
times and of creating man first. One has either to ignore New 
Testament passages which teach that this is important, or to re-
interpret these passages by arguing Paul misunderstood the Old 
Testament, effectively calling into question the inspiration of 
Scripture. It is inadequate for Mathews and Hubbard to dismiss 
the topic of “headship” by merely stating “it is not a biblical 
term nor is it a biblical concept” (209). Rather, it is incumbent 
upon the authors to explain Paulʼs appeal to the creation narra-
tive for his discussion of the gender roles. In light of this infor-
mation, one struggles to comprehend Mathews and Hubbardʼs 
claim that 1 Cor 7:2–5 is the only New Testament passage that 
deals with the issue of authority in marriage. 

Mathews and Hubbard do seek to address three of the 
passages which deal with the husband/wife relationship: Eph 
5:15–33; Col 3:18–19; and 1 Pet 3:1–9. While they are right to 
note the missional character of these passages, they wrongly 
conclude that these passages do not attend to the issue of au-
thority within the marriage relationship. 

In Ephesians, Paul discusses the husband-wife relation-
ship with regard to the Christ-church relationship. For example, 
the husband-wife relationship described in 22–23a is supported 
by an exposition of the Christ-church relationship in verses 
23b–24a. Likewise, the husband-wife relationship in 24b–25a 
is illumined by the relationship espoused by Christ and the 
church in 25b–27. Lastly, the two relationships are brought 
together in verses 31–32 by a direct quote from Genesis 2:24. 
Hence, the primary focus of Eph 5:21–33 is human marriage as 
it is illumined by the Christ-church relationship. Paulʼs appeal 
to the Genesis narrative directs the readerʼs attention to Godʼs 
design at creation: equal natures with the man leading and 
the woman helping. In his study on Ephesians, Paul Sampley 
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insists that Paul relates the accounts of Adam and Eve to the re-
lationship of marriage partners in order to support his argument 
regarding submission.8 

The context of Ephesians details the kind of submission 
that Paul has in mind: wives submit to their husbands (5:22–
23), children submit to their parents (6:1–3), and slaves submit 
to their masters (6:5–8). The egalitarian claim that Paul insists 
on a “mutual submission” contradicts the context of Paulʼs 
argument and revises the churchʼs historical understanding of 
this passage.9 It would be absurd to suggest that Paul believes 
parents should submit to their children or masters to their 
slaves. Equally outrageous is the egalitarian claim for husbands 
to submit to their wives.10 Interpreted consistently, Scripture 
asserts God-ordained roles for men and women. Not only does 
this appear to be the straightforward reading of Genesis, but it 
is also the New Testamentʼs interpretation and application of 
the creation narrative. 

Conclusion

 In conclusion, we can be grateful to Mathews and 
Hubbard for urging readers to listen to Godʼs case for marriage. 
Christians can surely profit from their discussion of the trans-
formational and missional character of marriage. Nevertheless, 
the book fails to explain fully Godʼs case for marriage because 
of the authors  ̓distorted understanding of God-ordained gender 
roles. Misplaced emphasis upon history and psychology, 
accompanied by a less-than-complete handling of Genesis, 
severely handicaps Mathews and Hubbardʼs ability to discern 
correctly Godʼs intentions for men in women in the family and 
in the church. Ultimately, Mathews and Hubbard are unable to 
heed their own advice to lay aside personal agendas. To sum-
marize, Mathews and Hubbard exegetically fail to make their 
case for egalitarianism. 
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