Women in Ministry


The Two Classical Passages Which Spark The Controversy

I Cor 14:33-35 For God is not a God of disorder but of peace. As in all the congregations of the saints, 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 Tim 2:11 A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. 12 I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent. 13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve. 14 And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner.

New Testament Accounts Of Women Speaking Prophesying, Teaching, And Ministering 

Acts 2:17 In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions; your old men will dream dreams.

Acts 21:7 We continued our voyage from Tyre and landed at Ptolemais, where we greeted the brothers and stayed with them for a day. 8 Leaving the next day, we reached Caesarea and stayed at the house of Philip the evangelist, one of the Seven. 9 He had four unmarried daughters who prophesied.

1 Cor 11:4 Every man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head. 5 And every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head--it is just as though her head were shaved.

Acts 18:24 Meanwhile a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus. He was a learned man, with a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. 25 He had been instructed in the way of the Lord, and he spoke with great fervor and taught about Jesus accurately, though he knew only the baptism of John. 26 He began to speak boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla (woman) and Aquila heard him, they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately.

Rom 16:1 I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant [Greek “diakonos”)] of the church in Cenchrea. 2 I ask you to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints and to give her any help she may need from you, for she has been a great help to many people, including me.

Php 4:2 I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. 3 Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers

AC 9:36 In Joppa there was a disciple named Tabitha (which, when translated, is Dorcas), who was always doing good and helping the poor. 37 About that time she became sick and died, and her body was washed and placed in an upstairs room.

Lk 2:36 There was also a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, 37 and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. 38 Coming up to them at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.

Ro 16:7 Salute Andronicus and Junia, my kinsmen, and my fellowprisoners, who are of note among the apostles, who also were in Christ before me.     (KJV – in some newer translations, the name Junia [Iounias (ee-oo-nee'-as);  Noun Feminine, Strong #: 2458] is changed to Junias, a man’s name)

It was foretold in Joel 2:28 that in the last days women would prophesy, and I have several examples above where that came true.  Prophecy is not “quietness” or remaining “silent”.  Paul Himself considered prophecy “of the church”, not private words of wisdom.  If the several references to woman prophesying in the New Testament referred to private words of wisdom, Paul would have clearly delineated it as a “word of wisdom” or “word of knowledge” since he is the one who originally made these delineations of the gifts.

1CO 12:27 Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. 28 And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers………

Secondly, 1 Corinthians 14 clearly refers to prophecy as being a public ministry.  The whole church hears it.  The following verse tells us that part of prophecy is “exhortation”.  The Greek word for exhortation encompasses instruction.

1Co 14:3 But he that prophesieth speaketh unto men to edification, and exhortation, and comfort.

Paul clearly refers to prophecy as instruction in a public church setting when contrasting prophecy with uninterpreted tongues in the following verses:

1 Co 14:19 But in the church I would rather speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue.

1CO 14:29 Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully what is said. 30 And if a revelation comes to someone who is sitting down, the first speaker should stop. 31 For you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged.

Therefore all of the New Testament references to women prophesying are instances of women publicly addressing the congregation with instruction from God. Is this much different than preaching? Were these women prophets sinning? Where do we draw the line?  Why would Paul give guidelines concerning when a woman “prays or prophesies” and then contradict himself by saying that they should “remain silent” or not be “allowed to speak”?  He would not contradict himself.  Therefore 1 Timothy 2:11 and I Corinthians 14:33-35 need interpreted in light of the culture and issues at Ephesus and Corinth. In the case of Corinth, the women were uneducated and most likely interrupting frequently to ask their husbands’ questions.  They needed to get “up to speed” at home. In Ephesus, it is likely that, in the context of the passage (heresy), the uneducated women in Ephesus were probably propagating false doctrines, kind of like “old wives tales”, due to their ignorance of the Gospel message.  They probably needed to obtain a full education and understanding concerning the Gospel before they could teach or prophesy. Nevertheless, we see in other passages that there were educated women, such as Priscilla, who effectively taught the Gospel to a man. There was also Phoebe, who was a “servant” (Greek “diakonos”) of the church in Cenchrea with the authority to delegate tasks to brethren in the Roman church. The word servant doesn’t quite give the credit implied in the word “diakonos”.  Paul often used the term “diakonos” for a minister or leader of a congregation and applied it specifically to Jesus Christ, Tychicus, Epaphras, Timothy, and to his own ministry. Depending on the context, diakonos is usually translated "deacon" or "minister." What about Euodia and Syntyche who contended at Paul’s side?  What about Tabitha, who is called a disciple? What about Junia, who is called an “apostle” in Romans 16:7? What do we know about the apostles? According to the New Testament, apostles are given by God (2 Cor 12:12, Acts 2:43), workers of miracles (2 Cor 12:12, Acts 2:43), witnesses who proclaimed Christ's resurrection (Acts 4:33), founders and leaders of churches (Eph 2:20, 1 Cor 12:28), preachers (1 Tim 2:7, 2 Tim 1:11), teachers (2 Pet 3:2, Jude 17, Acts 2:42), disciplers (Eph 4:12-13), and financial managers of the church (Acts 4:34-37).  While not every apostle was necessarily involved in all these ministries, there is no reason to think that a recognized apostle such as Junia was barred from any of them.  Many translations have changed the name to “Junias” to make it a man’s name, but the Greek word is Iounias (Strong # 2458), which is feminine.  Strong’s definition is “a Christian woman at Rome, mentioned by Paul as one of his kinsfolk and fellow prisoners.”  Certain early manuscripts do contain a variant name, but it, too, is feminine. "Julia" is found in P46, it, cop, eth, and Ambrosiaster. P46, a papyrus manuscript dating about 200 AD, is one of the most ancient and reliable Greek manuscripts of the NT extant. In Romans 16:7, P46 reads "Julia," which can only be feminine.   What does this mean? That in Romans 16, St. Paul commends a noteworthy woman apostle. It also means that translators who found a woman apostle unacceptable made up the name "Junias" to substitute their own word for the Word of God.  What about Anna, a prophetess who preached the coming Messiah in the temple?  Why is it that we have identified women ministering as the main issue to address with these passages?  What about 1 Corinthians 11:6-15? Why is there not controversy about women covering their heads, or men not covering their heads, or men having long hair?  If we are going to take this as applying to the entire church for all time, we must also consider all these other issues as equally important. Why don’t we?
Was Paul Talking About All Women When Tying “Not Teaching” To Eve Being Deceived First? 

The Corinthian women were told to ask their husbands questions when they got home. Their lack of education was reflected in their disruptive inquiries.  Lack of education increases the temptation, as of Eve, to follow false doctrines. This increases the probability of Gospel perversion. Paul would have good reason to not allow them to teach.  Were all wives unlearned?  No. In the case of Deborah, the Old Testament judge, the people “inquired” of her on spiritual issues rather than her asking her husband at home (Deut 17:9).

The young widows in Ephesus were prone, like Eve, to be deceived as well. Many were turned to Satan and many were slanderers and gossipers, which could easily pervert the Gospel if they were allowed to teach in the Ephesian church (2 Tim 5:11-15).  Were all widows like the Ephesian widows? No. What about the prophetess and long time widow, Anna (Luke 2:36)?  Her husband died after seven years of marriage, so she was definitely a widow from a young age to an old age.  Nevertheless, she was not like the young widows of Ephesus. She was a Prophetess who preached the coming of the Messiah in the temple, day in and day out ever since she became a widow.  This was a very public instructive ministry.

What “Law” Was Paul Referring To In 1 Corinthians 14:33-35? A Look At The Old Testament

This is a passage written by David S. Hagni in his paper, The Role of Women in Pauline Thought:   

“There is no law in the Old Testament that is even remotely close to the stipulation that women cannot speak in public assembly. In fact, the evidence demonstrates exactly the opposite. Miriam’s outburst in song (Ex. 15:20,21), the exhortation for maidens to praise the Lord (Ps.148:12) and for all saints to give Him praise in the assembly (Ps. 149:1) are all examples of women with public voice. The “law” may be something other than the Mosaic Law of the Old Testament. One explanation is that Paul is referring to rabbinical tradition that originally was handed down orally from one generation to the next – now known as the Talmud. In Mark 7:3 Jesus rebuked the Pharisees for holding so tightly to these traditions but neglecting the real commandments of God. These traditions had been elevated in importance equal and surpassing the word of God. Both Jesus (Matt. 15:3, 23:23,24) and Paul (Col. 2:16-23, Titus 1:14) resisted these human regulations that confused people from seeing God’s true will. Josephus, the Jewish historian, wrote, “The woman, says the law, is in all things inferior to the man. Let her accordingly be submissive.” The law Josephus referred to was not the Old Testament but the oral law.xiv Rabbinical Judiasm, through its added interpretations and regulations, degraded and encouraged the subjugation of women. Women were considered in the rabbinical law ‘pitchers full of filth’, ‘greedy . . . slothful. . . prone to steal.’ “

Was Paul referring to the rabbinical (oral) traditions / laws in order to not offend the culture?  There is not enough evidence in the passage to be very conclusive, although we do know that Paul was very concerned with keeping peace and abiding by peoples’ customs in order to not cause them to stumble (Romans 14:19-21).  There is a different Pauline example concerning Christ’s resurrection where he deliberately leaves out the fact that women saw Jesus first. Compare the Pauline letter to the Gospel account:

1 Cor 15:4 …he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. 6 After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. 7 Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, 8 and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.

Mat 28:8 So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met them. "Greetings," he said. They came to him, clasped his feet and worshiped him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, "Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me."

Why didn’t Paul mention the women in the 1 Corinthians 15 creed?  Because the Jewish culture would not consider the testimony of a woman as legitimate.  The Jewish culture looked at women very lowly.  One thing we can know for sure is the fact that the Old Testament has no Law pertaining to women speaking in public assembly. In fact, the passages below show Old Testament accounts of a woman having God-given delegation over others in a religious context (ie. Judging, giving prophetic instruction from God, Leading people in Worship, leading God’s people out of Egypt):

Judges 4:4 Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was leading Israel at that time. 5 She held court under the Palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim, and the Israelites came to her to have their disputes decided. 6 She sent for Barak son of Abinoam from Kedesh in Naphtali and said to him,”The LORD, the God of Israel, commands you: `Go, take with you ten thousand men of Naphtali and Zebulun and lead the way to Mount Tabor. 7 I will lure Sisera, the commander of Jabin's army, with his chariots and his troops to the Kishon River and give him into your hands.'”

2 Kings 22:14  Hilkiah the priest, Ahikam, Acbor, Shaphan and Asaiah went to speak to the prophetess Huldah, who was the wife of Shallum son of Tikvah, the son of Harhas, keeper of the wardrobe. She lived in Jerusalem, in the Second District.15 She said to them, "This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says…

Ex 15:20-21 Then Miriam the prophetess, Aaron's sister, took a tambourine in her hand, and all the women followed her, with tambourines and dancing. 21 Miriam sang to them:  "Sing to the LORD,  for he is highly exalted. The horse and its rider he has hurled into the sea.”

MIC 6:4 I brought you up out of Egypt and redeemed you from the land of slavery. I sent Moses to lead you, also Aaron and Miriam.

More on Deborah, the Judge

Is this Old Testament example of a woman judge (Judges 4:4-5) comparable to a high position in church leadership for a woman of the New Covenant?  Most definitely.  If it is a sin for a woman to hold a “pastoral” position now based on the Pauline reference to Eve being deceived first, then, applying the same thinking, it would have been a sin for Deborah to be an authoritative judge of covenant issues in the Old Testament.  Eve was deceived prior to the events in Judges.  The same type of submission of woman to man would have applied in the Old Testament, unless of course this became a new sin with the introduction of the New Covenant.  Nevertheless, she was a judge ordained by God and she spoke prophetically from God.

Judges of the Old Testament – What were they?

The office of judge in the Old Testament was proposed by Moses’ Father-In-Law to lessen Moses’ burden of being the peoples’ representative before God and bringing their disputes to Him.  So Moses appointed these judges as officials over “thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens.” They were to serve as judges at all times in their areas (Exodus 18:13-22).  God clearly ordained this position (Judges 2:16).

Clearly the office of judge was authoritative for “religious” issues and administering God’s covenant.  There was no separation of church and state then. Israel was the church. This position was authoritative over men and women in the “church” (for lack of a better Old Testament term).  The judges were to decide if people were committing idolatry or violating God’s covenant in any way (Dt 17:2-4). The judge held a position of equal authority as a priest (Dt 17:9). So Deborah was in a position that was at least as equivalent authoritatively as a Pastor.

Conclusion

In light of the above Biblical content, I must say that I cannot in good conscience call a church that incorporates women into higher ministry positions, “liberal”, “heretical”, or “un-Biblical”.  According to Galatians 3:28, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.”  Though I do believe that men and women have different ordained functions in this world, I would have to agree with the Assemblies of God statement of belief about women in ministry, which states, “we conclude that we cannot find convincing evidence that the ministry of women is restricted according to some sacred or immutable principle.” A “truth-trained” woman, such as Junia, Phoebe, Euodia, Tabitha, Deborah, or Priscilla can present the gospel effectively, unlike the ignorant and uneducated women of Ephesus and Corinth.  According to the Bible, women have been effective in the ministries of prophet, evangelist, apostle, and deacon.  The Bottom line is that Ephesians 2:20-21 tells us, “the household of God, ﻿having been ﻿built ﻿on the foundation of the ﻿﻿apostles and prophets”.  This means that the church had been built upon the foundation of apostles, including the woman apostle Julia, and prophets, including the woman prophetess Anna. Where do we draw the line? What ministries are off limits? Should a woman not teach a Bible study that has men in it? If we were to take Paul’s statements from 1 Corinthians 14:33-35 as being for all people and all times, it would be wrong for a woman to even approach the pulpit for any kind of announcement at all (since this passage specifically says they should just be quiet).  If this were the case, most churches would be in the wrong today.

