Women in Ministry

1 Cor 14:34-35 the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law also says. 35 If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church. ESV

Acts 2:16-18 But this is what was uttered through the prophet Joel: 17 "'And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams; 18 even on my male servants and female servants in those days I will pour out my Spirit, and they shall prophesy. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

Introduction

We have in our texts a seeming contradiction in scripture and as with all such situations, when it appears to our minds that the scriptures contradict, what is lacking is not the scriptural record, but our understanding of the subject.  There is no subject where more people are confused or take scriptures out of context than in the subject of women being used of God and in ministry.  I would dare say that there is no scripture as twisted and taken out of context than that of the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 14 about women being silent in the churches.  I have heard many a minister ignore the vast material about women in leadership in all of Paul’s other writings and harp on this verse only, and whole misconceptions and – dare I say it? – prejudices have been built up from this one passage and its corresponding one in the book of 1 Timothy.  There is quite a bit of scripture passages that deal with these subjects and in this lesson, I want to explore all of what the scripture has to say on the subject, particularly in the New Testament church.  Then, with all of this in mind, I want to return to our text and understand why Paul wrote what he wrote and why as to context.  And then we want to finish with a good scriptural understanding of the possible roles that God can use women in ministry.  

This is not a wasted evening, because women had a very prominent role in the early apostolic church and if we are to be completely and truly apostolic, then women must be given those same opportunities.  If you will open your heart and minds, you will learn something tonight and may the Word of God be true and every one of our personal prejudices a liar!  

Women in the New Testament  

In the Jewish culture of Biblical times, women were very much in subordination to men and male authority.  The Sanhedrin, the Jewish governmental body, was completely male and in general the cultural was very male driven.  Usually, though, women were respected and the cultural norm of the day was that men dominated the “open” or public sectors such as the gates and courtyards where business and commerce took place and the temple and fields and , and women dominated or were in charge of the “covered sectors” or private areas such as in the house and at the common ovens and wells and such.  In Biblical times, gender was very distinct in roles, dress, and behavior and this was largely because of the laws of God in these areas.  Even today, God’s word still teaches that there is to be a distinction between men and women in roles of dress, hair, sexual partners, and place in the home.  

The New Testament, though, does elevate and honor women in a way beyond that of the social norm of the day.  For example in the first chapter of Matthew, in the genealogies of Jesus Christ, there are four women mentioned – something that never happened in typical Jewish genealogies.  Furthermore, these four women are all remarkable in their sinfulness or lowliness of origin:

Matt 1:3-6 and Judah the father of Perez and Zerah by Tamar, and Perez the father of Hezron, and Hezron the father of Ram, 4 and Ram the father of Amminadab, and Amminadab the father of Nahshon, and Nahshon the father of Salmon, 5 and Salmon the father of Boaz by Rahab, and Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth, and Obed the father of Jesse, 6 and Jesse the father of David the king. And David was the father of Solomon by the wife of Uriah, ESV     

Tamar played the harlot and became pregnant with her father-in-law’s children.  Rahab, was the Gentile prostitute in Jericho that was saved by the spies and the red ribbon.  Ruth was the Gentile widower who came back to Israel with Naomi, her mother-in-law and learned to worship Jehovah God despite being raised as an idolater in a foreign nation.  The “wife of Uriah” is Bathsheba with whom David committed adultery and then murdered her husband to cover up that sin.  That women at all – and particularly women of this sort – would be mentioned in the genealogy of Jesus Christ is very remarkable and very shocking for Matthew, who was writing to the Jews, to add.  The Bible seems to be saying here:  “God can use women, even sinful women, if they change and submit themselves to the divine will.”  

The truth is that throughout the ministry of Jesus Christ, women played a very prominent role.  When all of the male disciples fled and deserted Jesus, the women still followed faithfully with John joining them in the end.  It would be three women that first discovered the empty tomb and first declared the Gospel of Jesus Christ – the “good news” of His resurrection.  In the Gospel of Mark, we find this:

Mark 15:40-41 There were also women looking on from a distance, among whom were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome. 41 When he was in Galilee, they followed him and ministered to him, and there were also many other women who came up with him to Jerusalem. ESV  

The terms in the Greek here are very strong and much more specific than they appear in English.  The term that they “followed him” means “to follow as a disciple” indicating that it was not only men who gave up everything and followed Jesus full time.  The term “ministered” here is diakoneo which may very well imply financial support (see Luke 8:1-3) but is used throughout the New Testament in the more traditional sense of “to serve or minister.”  These women served Jesus and did His will in the very sense that “ministers of the Gospel” later did in the New Testament.  

Luke records that when Mary went to visit Elisabeth to announce her pregnancy that Elisabeth prophesied under the unction of the Holy Spirit.  While Jesus was at the temple for His dedication, Anna “a prophetess” came and prophesied over Jesus and gave a Word from God.  

When we get into the New Testament church, Peter quotes Joel in his first message and says a statement that people who would oppose women preachers often gloss over:

Acts 2:16-18 But this is what was uttered through the prophet Joel: 17 "'And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams; 18 even on my male servants and female servants in those days I will pour out my Spirit, and they shall prophesy. ESV

“Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy.”  The word “prophesy” means to speak forth the Word of God with anointing and in this context refers to what we would call today “preaching.”  Even in verse 18, Peter quotes Joel as saying “on my male servants and female servants in those days I will pour out my Spirit, and they shall prophesy.”  When the Holy Spirit was poured out, it came upon male and female alike and as such God can use either gender to proclaim His Word with great anointing.  

In the early Apostolic Church, we see this in practice.  In the 18th chapter of Acts we meet Priscilla, who along with her husband, Aquila, ministered greatly for the kingdom of God.  When they heard the great speaker Apollos preach, we find this verse:

Acts 18:26 He began to speak boldly in the synagogue, but when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him and explained to him the way of God more accurately. ESV

“They” explained the way of God more accurately.  Here, along with her husband, Priscilla was used to teach a Bible study to a male preacher.  When Paul first finds them in the first mention of the 18th chapter of Acts, Aquila is mentioned first, but after they begin ministering, Priscilla is almost always mentioned ahead of her husband, a strong indication that she had the leading role in ministry.  In the same way, when the apostle Paul began to have the more prominent ministry, his name was placed ahead of Barnabas.  

Later on in Acts we find out that Phillip, the Grecian evangelist, had four daughters and the Bible says:

Acts 21:9 He had four unmarried daughters, who prophesied. ESV 

This can mean nothing except that Phillip’s daughters spoke the Word of God with the anointing of the Holy Spirit.  By our standards today, they were apostolic preachers like their father.

In the 16th chapter of Romans, Paul mentions many women ministers:

Rom 16:1-2 I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church at Cenchreae, 2 that you may welcome her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints, and help her in whatever she may need from you, for she has been a patron of many and of myself as well. ESV 

The Greek word for “servant” here is diakonos meaning “helper, servant, minister” and most often is translated as “deacon.”  To realize the importance of Phoebe being given this title, glance at a list of other people in the New Testament given this title:  Jesus, Paul, Apollos, Epaphras, Timothy, and Tychicus.  All of those men were ministers in the fullest sense of the word and were missionaries and leaders and preachers in the church.  Obviously Phoebe had the same calling and position within the local church.  

Paul also mentions that she “has been a patron” and in the Greek the word is prostasis which means, “protrectress, helper” and comes from the root verb that means, “to be a leader, to have authority over, to care for, to give help.”  Obviously Phoebe had a definite and important leadership role in the church in the local church.

Rom 16:3-5b Greet Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, 4 who risked their necks for my life, to whom not only I give thanks but all the churches of the Gentiles give thanks as well. 5 Greet also the church in their house. ESV  

Priscilla and Aquila are called “fellow workers” by Paul a phrase that he always used to mean “fellow Gospel preacher.”  Those called this term in scripture are all preachers in the fullest sense of the word:  Urbanus, Timothy, Apollos, Titus, Epaphroditus, Clement, Aristarchus, Mark, Justus, Philemon, Demas, and Luke.  The couple is also spoken of as having a “church in their house” and notice that here Priscilla is again mentioned first as having a prominent role in the ministry to the congregation in their home.  

Rom 16:7 Greet Andronicus and Junias, my relatives who have been in prison with me. They are outstanding among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was. NIV

Even stronger in the Greek is the reference here.  Paul mentions another husband and wife team, Andronicus and Junias, who were kin to him and living before God before he ever believed!  The verse continues “they are outstanding among the apostles.”  Though some English translators try to twist the verse to obscure the meaning (as in the ESV), the natural reading of the Greek is that Andronicus and Junias are the ones being referred to as “apostles.”  In other words it is not just saying that they were well known among the apostles, but that they were outstanding apostles themselves.  In the New Testament, the term “apostle” identifies a larger group than just the original twelve but refers to such people as Paul, Barnabas, and James, the Lord’s brother, all who were used mightily in ministry and preaching and in church leadership.  For Junias to be referred to as an “apostle” indicates a high position indeed!  

Because of their prejudice against women in the ministry and the obvious strong teaching by this verse, the English translations have tried to somewhat obscure this passage’s meaning.  The KJV, NKJV, NRSV, and NLT all translate the name as female and leave it open to the meaning of the Greek.  Some like the ESV try to gloss over the likely reading that they were both apostles.  Some, like the NIV, RSV, and the NASB translate the name as Junias which is a male name!  In the earliest and most reliable manuscripts the name is feminine and the early writings of the church fathers always referred to her as female!  

Paul goes on to mention other women here, Mary, Tryphena, Tryphosa, Persis, Philologus, Juila, Nereus’s sister, and Olympas are all mentioned and are referred to as “laborers” with Paul in the work of Christ.  

Other women of note are scattered throughout Paul’s writings.  Chloe was a woman in some sort of leadership role in the church of Corinth who contacted Paul when trouble began brewing in the local assembly and whose information prompted the first letter to Corinth (1 Corinthians 1:11).  In Philippians, Paul wrote:

Phil 4:2-3 I entreat Euodia and I entreat Syntyche to agree in the Lord. 3 Yes, I ask you also, true companion, help these women, who have labored side by side with me in the gospel together with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life. ESV

Obviously Euodia and Syntyche needed to resolve a disagreement and also obvious is that they were very prominent ministers with Paul in the gospel of Jesus Christ.  We also find:  

Col 4:15 Give my greetings to the brothers at Laodicea, and to Nympha and the church in her house. ESV

In the KJV and NKJV and other translations, they try to make the name Nympha into a masculine name, Nymphas, but the Greek is always feminine!  Nympha obviously was over a house church in the Colossi area.  

So what have we learned?  In the early Apostolic church, women fulfilled leadership positions in the churches, were bible teachers even of male preachers, preached, prophesied, were missionaries, were deacons, laborers, evangelists, and in one case even referred to as an apostle!  In the case of Nympha, it seems that she was in charge of what we would term a “small cell group” a division of the church of Colosse.  

The Controversial Passages of Scripture

With all of this in mind, let us return to the very misunderstood text in 1 Corinthians.  With the overwhelming evidence of women in ministry and particularly under Paul’s leadership, what did Paul mean when he wrote in our text that women should keep silent in churches.  

Let us first consider the context of the letter to Corinth.  This passage is found in the 14th chapter of Corinthians and we should take it in context with the passages surrounding it.  In the 11th chapter of Corinthians, Paul discussed the importance of women praying and prophesying with their heads covered, and makes this statement:  

1 Cor 11:4-5 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. 6 If a woman does not cover her head, she should have her hair cut off; and if it is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut or shaved off, she should cover her head. NIV

Paul then interprets what he means about a “covering” as not meaning a veil or hat or such, but that he is talking about their hair on the their head:

1 Cor 11:13-16 Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? 14 Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him, 15 but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a covering. 16 If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other practice — nor do the churches of God. NIV

What Paul was saying was that there should be a distinction of the way that men and women wear their hair.  Men should have short, cut hair and women should have long, uncut hair.  Verse 6 tells us that it is a shame for a woman to have her hair cut or shave off, therefore she should have her head covered, and verse 15 tells us that her hair is given her for a covering.  This may not be preached much in many churches, but it is still the Word of God!  And Paul says in verse 16 that if someone wants to disagree that this is the only teaching and practice that they have in all the churches of God.  If you want to be a part of God’s church, you need to follow this teaching.  

The reason that I bring this up is not to teach on hair – we have a whole Bible Study on that subject – but to point out that Paul is saying that is perfectly alright for a woman to pray or prophesy as long as she has the covering of long, uncut hair.  As long as she shows submission to her head in this area by being distinct from men in dress, hair, and actions, she can pray and prophesy!  That is three chapters before our text.  Furthermore, Paul writes a few verses before our text that:

1 Cor 14:31 For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged, ESV

“All can prophesy” in the church setting.  And “all” obviously means men and women.  So with all of this in mind, obviously whatever Paul means by our text is not that an absolute prohibition against women speaking in church.  Obviously, taking it in context, Paul cannot mean that.  So let’s look at it again:

1 Cor 14:34-35 the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law also says. 35 If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church. ESV

We must remember that we are reading the answers to questions that Paul received and that we do not know what the original questions are.  Obviously Paul’s comments about women prophesying mean that he is not giving an absolute prohibition here, so what does it mean?  There are two possibilities here.  

First, it is possible that verses 34 and 35 is Paul quoting what some of the people in Corinth were saying and that verse 36 is his answer to them.  In other words, some of the men of Corinth were saying that women should be silent in the church and Paul quoted them and then answered them.  Verse 36, the next verse reads:

1 Cor 14:36-37 Or was it from you that the word of God came? Or are you the only ones it has reached? 37 If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord. ESV

The term “you” in verse 36 is masculine possibly indicating that Paul was rebuking the people whom he was quoting.  If this scenario is correct, then verse 34 and 35 were Paul quoting the critics and then responding to them by saying, “do you think God can only speak through you?”  “I have just written to you that men and women can prophesy.”  

There is another possibility which harmonizes with the rest of scripture, though.  In the 14th chapter of 1 Corinthians, Paul has been correcting some things that were causing disruptions in the church services themselves and is teaching so that things flow smoothly in the worship service.  For example, Paul teaches that the main preaching should be in a known tongue, indicating to us that some “super spiritual guru” was getting up and addressing the assembly in a sermon in tongues and this, of course, was doing them no good.  In another example, Paul limits the number of tongues and interpretations of tongues to three per service, indicating to us that evidently some in Corinth were giving personal message after personal message for hours.  In another example, Paul tells that if one starts to give the interpretation and another is feeling it also, for the second to hold their peace and let the interpretations go in order, indicating to us that evidently, one person would be giving an interpretation and someone would bust forth in tongues at the same time causing serious confusion.  From this, we have to deduce the situations and questions from the answers.  

Obviously there was some worship disturbance involving women and Paul was addressing that.  What was the situation?  We see some clues in Paul’s comments:

1 Cor 14:35 If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church. ESV

The solution to the problem was “Let them learn by asking their husbands at home and not during the service.”  Obviously, then, the situation was that some women were calling out questions during the middle of the service and it was causing quite a disturbance.  In those early days, the congregations often followed the Jewish practice of men sitting on one side and women on the other.  Furthermore, many women in those days were not educated and were illiterate.  When they received the Holy Spirit the same as the men, they were expected to go to church and to grasp the preached Word of God just as the men were and apparently in Corinth, some of the women had taking to when they did not understand something that was being preached, calling out in the middle of church to their husband on the other side of the sanctuary, “what does that mean?”  And here Paul corrected the situation by saying:

1 Cor 14:34-35 the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law also says. 35 If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church. ESV

Paul is not saying that women cannot minister or speak in the church house, but is specifically addressing a situation where the women called out questions in the middle of the service.  Taking the scripture in context, erases all mystery and helps us understand this verse in light of the vast teaching of women being used in ministry in the Bible.  

There is a similar passage of scripture in another Pauline epistle:

1 Tim 2:11-12 Let a woman learn quietly with all submissiveness. 12 I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet. ESV

The terms rendered “quietly” and “quiet” in the Greek do not mean absolute silence, but rather speaks of an attitude of reverence and careful attention.  The term in the Greek for “to exercise authority over” means “to domineer, to take authority over” so what Paul is saying is that women should have a reverent attitude and not seek to dominate or take authority over a man.  The paraphrase, the Message, captures this spirit nicely:

1 Tim 2:11-12 I don't let women take over and tell the men what to do. 12 They should study to be quiet and obedient along with everyone else. The Message  

The phrase in the Greek could be literally translated “to usurp authority over the man.”  There is no contradiction between this scriptural passage and the many women who were in leadership roles throughout the New Testament, because those women received their authority from the twelve male apostles and the ministry of Paul.  As such, they were in submission to a male form of leadership and thus – although they taught and led other men, were submitted to male leadership.  

Conclusion

In the New Testament, women preached, prophesied, ministered, held leadership positions in the church, were apostles, evangelists, teachers, and even pastored small groups under the umbrella of a local pastor.  They did all of this under the authority of Godly men in leadership and it was decent and in order.  Under the leadership of the twelve apostles and Paul, women flourished and had fruitful ministries, in many cases equaling the results and anointings of men.  There is a place for women to flourish in such ways today.  I believe that as long as the women maintains the Biblical distinctions in dress, hair, and actions, and stays feminine in these areas, that women can be used in virtually every ministry within the church.  This is the example of the true Apostolic church in scripture and without women having ministries within our churches, we are not truly Apostolic.  At the same time, the women in ministries need to be submissive with gentle spirits and not with an agenda to “show men up.”  Such a spirit is ungodly and leads to confusion.  

I am the product of many great women leaders in my life.  My mother was very strong in the Word, and the voices of women like Nona Freeman and Vesta Mangun have often spoke in my life.  Some of the greatest prophecies and words from God in my life came from the mouth of a prophetess.  And the great women ministers that I have been associated with have honored men, and submitted willfully to male leadership.  All the while possessing an anointing at least equal to that of any man.  Such is the will of God.  

There are many examples of women being used mightily of God in the Old Testament, also.  For example, Isaiah referred to his wife as “the prophetess.”  But none compares to Deborah, who became a judge of Israel for forty years.  The Bible does not paint a portrait of Deborah as a woman wanting to rule Israel just so she could say that she did.  Rather, she was a woman of great wisdom to whom many of Israel came for spiritual guidance.  When no man would stand up against the armies of the Canaanites, Deborah stood up and called Israel to fight.  She found the warrior, Barak, and talked him into leading the armies to war, promising that God would go with them.  Deborah was trying to allow a man to fight for Israel and was not even going to go with them to battle, except Barak’s faith was weak and he begged Deborah to go:

Judg 4:8-9 Barak said to her, "If you will go with me, I will go, but if you will not go with me, I will not go." 9 And she said, "I will surely go with you. Nevertheless, the road on which you are going will not lead to your glory, for the LORD will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman." Then Deborah arose and went with Barak to Kedesh. ESV  

She had tried to give him the opportunity to be the hero, but when his faith was so small that he needed her to go, then she went.  As they went forth, God caused a hail storm to come with blinding rain and it wiped the enemy out.  A flood came and bogged down the chariot wheels and God gave the victory and Deborah was quick to give God the glory.  Deborah was given the credit to leading Israel to victory, but it must be pointed out that she only went when the man who was leading the armies was too weak to do it.

Such is the kingdom of God.  Too many men who are insecure in their own ministries, frown on women who have done great things for God.  But usually when the situation is looked at, the woman stepped up because the men at the time were too weak or timid to do what needed to be done.  I have learned that in the vast majority of cases where male preachers take a hard stance against women being in active ministry, that usually it is the result of an insecurity in their own minds.  Weak men tend to be afraid of strong women.  

I believe that women can fulfill most roles in a church assembly and be in the will of God as long as they keep a Godly, and submissive spirit and attitude and do not seek to “dominate men” just for the sake of dominating men.  Deborah provides us with and example in this manner.  I believe that women can be called to preach, evangelize, teach, apostles, missionaries, and virtually every other position.  I even think that they can hold a pastorship, as long as they are directly under male leadership of some sort.  I question how that a woman who is married to a husband who is not a minister, can pastor a church and still have her husband as the spiritual head of our household.  And yet, like Deborah, there have been some women who have held such a position.  I just point out that in such cases, usually like Deborah, it was because a man refused to fill the void.  When the ultimate will of God was done, a man ruled Israel and usually this is the cases for senior pastors of churches where the woman was married.  Other than that reservation, I have no issues with women in ministry because the Bible has no issues.  

If a woman preaches in our church, I – a male authority – have given her that authority and she is not in rebellion to male leadership.  To those who would question as to whether or not it is proper for a woman to lay hands on the sick, I point out the scripture:

Mark 16:17-18 And these signs will accompany those who believe: in my name they will cast out demons; they will speak in new tongues; 18 they will pick up serpents with their hands; and if they drink any deadly poison, it will not hurt them; they will lay their hands on the sick, and they will recover." ESV

These are signs of the true believer.  Whether male or female.  The God who gives the same Holy Ghost to both men and women can anoint and use whom He likes.  As long as the woman maintains a distinction in dress, hair, and actions from the male, God can use her in virtually any possible way as He so chooses!  

