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Was early Christianity misogynistic?  
Trigger warning: the final document in this inquiry discusses rape and sexual assault 

(Document I). Although rape can be a difficult topic to cover, sadly, much of women’s history 
does involve sexual violence. It is important for teachers to be mindful of any students that may 
be triggered by discussions on sexual violence and ensuring the wellbeing and comfort of the 
student takes priority. This may mean opting for a different lesson plan or removing this one 
document from the lesson.  

It is important for students to feel safe and comfortable in the classroom to critically think 
about these sources. Acknowledge any discomfort with this topic and push students to approach 
these sources analytically and thoughtfully. Tackling such challenging topics can be 
intimidating, but also incredibly rewarding.  

In this inquiry students will analyze documents describing and depicting women in 
Christianity to ask - were some religious philosophies misogynistic? Use the table below to 
organize the debate.  
 
Inquiry 
Below are documents with differing perspectives on whether early Christianity was misogynistic. 

1. As you read, record sentences or ideas that prove or disprove the idea that 
Christianity was misogynistic.  

2. After you finish the two middle columns, look back at the evidence. Which 
information is most persuasive to you? Mark that #8. Which evidence is least 
persuasive to you? Mark that #1. 

Rank Textual Evidence Christianity WAS 
misogynistic 

Textual Evidence Christianity WAS 
NOT misogynistic 

Rank 
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Questions for Analysis 
1. Add up the rank on each side. Which side weighed more? Why do you think it 

worked out that way? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. In conclusion, were some religious philosophies misogynistic? 
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Document A: Women Remembered: Jesus’ Female Disciples 
In this text historians Helen Bond and Joan Taylor attempt to reveal the role women held in the 
origins of Christianity.  
 

Did Jesus have female disciples? Popular memory would say no. The whole 
Christian tradition of sermons, art, film and theatre remembers Jesus as surrounded by 
twelve male disciples, his constant companions and confidants… 

Not only are women not imagined as being part of Jesus’ missions, but the story 
of Christianity’s spread is also a masculine one. In the first century - so the story goes - 
the Christian message was taken to the lands around the Mediterranean by two great 
men: Peter and Paul. And later on, the message was reflected upon and transposed into 
creedal statements in the third and fourth centuries by the ‘Fathers’ of the Church. In 
popular memory, then, the history of earliest Chrisianity is decidedly male.  

But is this the full story? One piece of evidence suggests it’s not. Sometime in the 
late 50 ce, Paul wrote a letter to the Church in Rome. This was one of the most important 
letters that Paul would ever write, setting out his beliefs and hoping that the church 
would welcome him when he came to visit. As he was still something of an unknown 
quantity among the Roman Christians, he finished his letter with a list of important 
people he knew there. Many of them worked with him. What’s fascinating about this list 
is that it's the closest we have to a snapshot of the early church, a random collection of 
people who are listed simply because they are known to Paul. And the surprising thing 
is that, of the twenty-nine names in the chapter, eleven - more than one-third of them - 
are women. These women were clearly performing various roles in the church - deacons, 
benefactors/leaders or ‘apostles’ (envoys) - and others were running house churches…  

Resetting our picture of early Chrisian women will transform our overall portrait 
of the early church. For some, this will be inspiring, an encouragement to find role 
models right at the very origins of their faith. For others, this will be deeply disturbing 
and unsettling. But the impact of Christian imagery doesn’t stop at the church doors. 
Paintings such as the The Last Supper, with its all-male cast, go deep into our shared 
culture, providing pictorial archetypes of male-only gatherings, boardrooms or 
government cabinets. Changing our images from the past isn’t just about justice for 
forgotten women of the first century, but for women’s place throughout society. And as 
we’ll see, women were at the table from the very beginning.  

 
Taylor. J, Bond. H (2022) Women Remembered: Jesus’ Female Disciples. London: Hodder and 

Stoughton.  
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Document B: John 8-21 
The following is an encounter reported by the Bible in which religious leaders demand a woman 
caught committing adultery should be stoned to death. Jesus challenges the hypocrisy of the 
demands and simply urges the woman to change. One thing important to note in this passage is 
the absence of the man also involved in the adultery.  
 

Jesus returned to the Mount of Olives, but early the next morning he was back 
again at the Temple. A crowd soon gathered, and he sat down and taught them. As he 
was speaking, the teachers of religious law and the Pharisees brought a woman who had 
been caught in the act of adultery. They put her in front of the crowd.  

“Teacher,” they said to Jesus, “this woman was caught in the act of adultery.  The 
law of Moses says to stone her. What do you say?”  

They were trying to trap him into saying something they could use against him, 
but Jesus stooped down and wrote in the dust with his finger.  They kept demanding an 
answer, so he stood up again and said, “All right, but let the one who has never sinned 
throw the first stone!”  Then he stooped down again and wrote in the dust.  

When the accusers heard this, they slipped away one by one, beginning with the 
oldest, until only Jesus was left in the middle of the crowd with the woman. Then Jesus 
stood up again and said to the woman, “Where are your accusers? Didn’t even one of 
them condemn you?”  

“No, Lord,” she said.  
And Jesus said, “Neither do I. Go and sin no more.”  

 
John 8-21 - New Living Translation. Bible Gateway. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+8-21&version=NLT.   
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Document C: Theotokos of Tikhvin 
The Theotokos of Tikhvin is one of the most famous Christian icons. It is said to have been painted 
by the Apostle Luke. It is believed to have been moved from Jerusalem to Constantinople in the 
5th century before moving to Tikhvin, Russia in the 14th century. The icon depicts a young Jesus 
and Mary. Theotokos is the title of Mary, mother of Jesus.  

 
Taylor. J, Bond. H (2022) Women Remembered: Jesus’ Female Disciples. London: Hodder and 

Stoughton.  
 
Questions for Analysis: 
 

1. What does Document A tell us about challenging and questioning Christian 
misogynistic philosophies? 

 
 
 

2. What do you think about Document B? What does this say about how Jesus 
was described to perceive women? What about the male adulterer?  

 
 
 

3. How does Document C tell us about the importance of women within the 
worship of Christianity?  
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Document D: Galatians 3: 26-29  
The Epistle to the Galatians is a book by Paul the Apostle. In Chapter three, Paul teaches readers 
that believers are justified by their faith in Jesus alone.  
 

Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, imprisoned until 
the coming faith would be revealed. So then, the law was our guardian until Christ 
came, in order that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no 
longer under a guardian, for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as 
many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according 
to promise 
 
Galatians 3:26-29. New International Version. Bible Gateway. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Galatians+3%3A26-29&version=ESV.   
 
Document E: Romans 16:1-2 
Described as a noble woman in the church of Cenchreae, Phoebe is the only woman in the New 
Testament to have the title of ‘deacon’. From this we can assume that Phoebe was a church leader 
and therefore in a position of authority. Phoebe is most known for delivering one of Paul's most 
important letters to Rome. For Paul to entrust a woman with such responsibility, we can also 
assume she was highly regarded and trusted within the church.  
 

I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deacon of the church at Cenchreae, that 
you may welcome her in the Lord as is fitting for the saints, and help her in whatever 
she may require from you, for she has been a benefactor of many and of myself as well. 

 
Taylor. J, Bond. H (2022) Women Remembered: Jesus’ Female Disciples. London: Hodder and 

Stoughton.  
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. What are the sources of the information in Documents D and E? 
 
 
 

2. Why doesn’t Document D mention women directly? 
 
 
 

3. What do these documents tell us about the role of women in the church? 
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Document F: Timothy 2:12 
In the following extract, Paul is explaining to Timothy how to lead his church. In the passage, he 
focuses on the expectations of women in worship. 
 

I want the men everywhere to pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or 
disputing. I also want the women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, 
adorning themselves, not with elaborate hairstyles or gold or pearls or expensive 
clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God.  

A woman should learn in quietness and full submission.  I do not permit a 
woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet. For Adam was 
formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was 
deceived and became a sinner. But women will be saved through childbearing—if they 
continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.  

 
1 Timothy 2. New International Version. Bible Gateway. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Timothy+2&version=NIV.  
 
Document G: Corinthians 14:34-35 
The First Epistle to the Corinthians is one of Paul’s epistles in the New Testament of the 
Christian Bible. In section 14, Paul discusses Christian worship practices. The extract below 
concerns women in the church. There's debate over the meaning of this passage. Apparently the 
language is very similar to texts from pagan culture prohibiting women from speaking in civic 
assemblies in the Roman Empire. Some scholars argue that Paul is quoting someone else here in 
order to reject it, but the ancient Greeks didn't use quotation marks, so it’s difficult to know if 
these are his ideas, or if he is quoting others. Still, through most of historical Christian tradition, 
the verse was interpreted to mean women should not speak in church.  
 

Women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but 
must be in submission, as the law says.  If they want to inquire about something, they 
should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the 
church. 
 
1 Corinthians 14.34-35. New International Version. Bible Gateway. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=I%2BCor%2B14.34-35&version=NIV.   
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. What are the sources of the information in Documents F and G? 
 
 

2. How are these sources different from Documents D and E? 
 
 

3. Some scholars argue that Paul was trying to adhere to the harsh Roman laws 
and was telling women to adhere to them to avoid drawing attention to the 
church. If that were the case, how would that change your view of women’s 
status in the church? 
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Document I: Deuteronomy 22:20-21 
Trigger Warning: this extract will discuss rape. Please keep this in mind before reading this 
source and feel free to omit this document from your final conclusion. The extract from 
Deuteronomy, the fifth book of the Old Testament. The extract discusses archaic virginity tests, 
punishments for ‘promiscuity’ and rape.  
 

If a man takes a wife and, after sleeping with her, dislikes her and slanders her 
and gives her a bad name, saying, “I married this woman, but when I approached her, I 
did not find proof of her virginity,” then the young woman’s father and mother shall 
bring to the town elders at the gate proof that she was a virgin. Her father will say to the 
elders, “I gave my daughter in marriage to this man, but he dislikes her. Now he has 
slandered her and said, ‘I did not find your daughter to be a virgin.’ But here is the proof 
of my daughter’s virginity.” Then her parents shall display the cloth before the elders of 
the town, and the elders shall take the man and punish him. They shall fine him a 
hundred shekels of silver and give them to the young woman’s father, because this man 
has given an Israelite virgin a bad name. She shall continue to be his wife; he must not 
divorce her as long as he lives.  

If, however, the charge is true and no proof of the young woman’s virginity can 
be found, she shall be brought to the door of her father’s house and there the men of her 
town shall stone her to death. She has done an outrageous thing in Israel by being 
promiscuous while still in her father’s house. You must purge the evil from among you.  

If a man is found sleeping with another man’s wife, both the man who slept with 
her and the woman must die. You must purge the evil from Israel.  If a man happens to 
meet in a town a virgin pledged to be married and he sleeps with her, you shall take 
both of them to the gate of that town and stone them to death—the young woman 
because she was in a town and did not scream for help, and the man because he violated 
another man’s wife. You must purge the evil from among you.  
 
Deuteronomy 22:20-21 - New International Version. Bible Gateway. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deuteronomy+22%3A20-
21&version=NIV.   

 
Questions for Analysis: 

1. Compare the punishments for men and women in Document I.  
 
 
 

2. How is virginity idolized?  
 
 
 

3. Do they blame female victims of rape in any way? 


