
48

ANDREw T. wAlkER

SOUTHERN BAPTISTS, 
GENDER IDEOLOGY, & 
FEMALE COMBATANTS

ESSAY

In one world, Southern Baptists have a reputation for cultural conservatism 
reminiscent of 1950s America. In another world, Facebook offers over 

fifty choices of gender identities for its users to choose from. Is cultural 
conservatism enough to withstand the tide of proliferating gender 
ideologies like those seen on Facebook? Are cultural niceties accompanied 
with chivalry and genteel decorum, while mannerly and preferred, capable 
of withstanding the gender ideology of today’s social justice warriors? I 
would contend that cultural conservatism, or convention, is not enough 
to prevent additional gender identity splintering. Only a robust biblical 
vision for manhood and womanhood can attempt to offset the wreckage 
of tampering with nature.

Amazonomachia: Fight Between Greek Warriors & Amazons by unknown sculptor, circa 160 – 170 AD. Vatican Museums. 
Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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Southern Baptists are a confes-
sional religious body, meaning 
that our dictates and directives 
issue from the authority of Holy 
Scripture. So opposition to to-
day’s gender wars cannot be met 
simply by tradition or chivalry, 
but from Scripture.

A denomination predominately 
located in America’s geograph-
ic South (but expanding in all 
parts of the country), Southern 
Baptist’s evangelical biblicism 
has made America’s largest 
protestant denomination stal-
wart critics of ideologies that at-
tempt to override innate differ-
ences between men and women.

Suspicion of egalitarianism has 
taken many forms in Southern 
Baptist life. Most notoriously, 
in the years of the Conservative 
Resurgence, egalitarianism and 
feminism were indistinguish-
able, which took the form of 
support for female ordination. 
This, and other issues at the 
time such as the exclusivity of 
Christ for obtaining salvation, 
were key dividing lines in the 
recovery of biblical inerrancy 
throughout the denomination 
and its seminaries. 

Today, Southern Baptists find 
themselves at odds with gen-
der ideologies that attempt to 
erase distinctions between the 
sexes or that, as in the trans-
gender phenomenon, decou-
ples sex and gender altogeth-
er. From the Southern Baptist 
Convention’s Baptist Faith 
and Message, which explicitly 
adopted a complementarian1 
view for family life, to the 2014 
Southern Baptist resolution 
“On Transgender Identity,”2 
Southern Baptists have been 
outspoken critics of egalitarian-
ism and gender ideology.

Most recently, Southern Baptists 
find themselves amidst new 
controversy surrounding fe-
male combatants3 and the stated 
support by military officials of 
possibly requiring women to 
register for Selective Service.4

Though such a challenge seemed 
inevitable in our progressive 
age, the precipitating event was 
the fateful pronouncement in 
December 2015 that all U.S. 
military combat roles, without 
exception, would be opened 
to women. That statement, is-
sued by Secretary of Defense 

Ashton Carter, ignited specu-
lation about the prudence of 
mandating women to register 
for the draft. In the interven-
ing months, there has been 
endless discussion concerning 
the religious and moral con-
siderations bound up in such 
an act. Southern Baptist senti-
ment remains resolute: Women 
should not now—or ever—be 
made combatants or forced into 
military conscription.5 

Southern Baptist leaders re-
soundingly condemned these 
proposals. “It is no shock that 
a secular society that has em-
braced feminism and trans-
gender ideology is now con-
fused about gender roles and 
war,” Owen Strachan, presi-
dent of the Council on Biblical 
Manhood and Womanhood, 
told Baptist Press, the news 
agency of the Southern Baptist 
Convention.6 Strachan, a not-
ed young complementarian, is 
also a professor of Christian 
theology at Midwestern Baptist 
Theological Seminary in Kansas 
City. Popular Southern Baptist 
blogger and academic Denny 
Burk said that women in com-
bat represents the “undoing of 
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civilization.”7 Albert Mohler, 
president of The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary 
remarked on his podcast, The 
Briefing, that such announce-
ments are the result of a secular 
worldview working itself out 
consistently:

In the larger society, oper-
ating from a secular worl-
dview, there is likely to be 
a great discomfort with 
this announcement and 
with the inevitability of 
the fact that there is now 
no compelling argument 
against registering young 
women for the draft. But 
increasingly, denying 
that there is any basic 
difference between men 
and women, that secular 
worldview has forfeited 
any ability to say that this 
is wrong, only that there 
is some kind of cultural 
distaste for it.8

Finally, while still on the cam-
paign trail, Southern Baptist 
presidential candidate Ted Cruz 
called the proposal to draft 
women “nuts.”9

Southern Baptist opposition to 
female combatants is grounded 

in two main objections. First, 
Southern Baptists have an in-
tuitive objection to the idea of 
female combatants grounded in 
a biblical vision of natural law in 
Genesis 1-2 and modeled from 
the Christ-Church relationship 
in Ephesians 5. Secondly, op-
position is grounded in a larger 
battle against a sweeping cul-
tural egalitarianism based on 
gender ideology at odds with 
Southern Baptist views on bib-
lical complementarity.

But as far back as 1998, the 
Southern Baptist Convention 
passed a resolution against 
women in combat.10 Authored 
by Southeastern Baptist 
Theological Seminary ethicist 
and military veteran Daniel 
Heimbach, the resolution’s 
protest against female combat-
ants was grounded in a theo-
logical vision for biblical com-
plementarity. According to the 
resolution:

expression of the divine or-
der for humanity, yet with-
out blurring or denying the 
meaning or significance of 
gender-based distinctions es-
tablished by God in the creat-
ed order.

• The equality of male and fe-
male as to dignity and worth, 
following from their creation 
in the image of God (Genesis 
1:27), is fully consistent with 
gender-based distinctions as 
to roles and responsibilities 
which are also established in 
the created order.

• God, by creating Adam first 
(Genesis 2:18; 1 Corinthians 

• God created male and fe-
male with specific and com-
plementary characteristics 
(Genesis 1:27), declaring them 
“good” (Genesis 1:31) so that 
male and female in relation-
ship constitute a complete 

11:8) and also by creating 
woman “an help meet for 
him” (Genesis 2:18, 20, 22; 
1 Corinthians 11:9), has set 
the gender-based role and 
responsibility of males in the 
most basic unit of society (the 
family) to be that of leader, 
provider, and self-sacrificial 
protector (also cf. Ephesians 
5:25; 1 Peter 3:7), and likewise 
has set the gender-based role 
and responsibility of females 
to be that of help and nurturer 
(Genesis 2:18) and life-giving 
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