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Introduction

Women have contributed much to the min-
istry of the church throughout its history.
However; their role in this area has never been
free from controversy. Today, most church bodies
are discussing the place of women in their min-
istries. Crucial to these discussions for many of us
are the matters of faithful biblical interpretation.

Perhaps a few words should be said about the
concept of ministry itself on the basis of the New
Testament. Today, we tend to confuse our specif-
ic church traditions about ordination with the bib-
lical concept of ministry. The New Testament
says relatively little about ordination. It clearly
portrays, however, the fact that the early church
had a varied and faithful ministry arising from the
fact that all of God’s people were “gifted” by the
Holy Spirit for the purpose of edifying or building
up one another (see, for example, 1 Corinthians
12:4-31, 14:1-19; Romans 12:3-8; Ephesians
4:7-16, 1 Peter 4:8-11). Any person could exer-
cise ministry (which means, remember, service)
who was called and gifted by God and affirmed
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by the body of Christ, the Church. Some were set
apart in leadership positions and some were
assigned specific tasks to accomplish, but the dif-
ferences among ministries were not distinctions
of kind. Eventually, certain types of affirmation
were combined with certain functions of ministry
to produce our current understanding of ordina-
tion.

Modern debates over the ordination of
women often miss the crucial and basic issues of
the holistic concept of the ministry of the church
reflected in the New Testament. Of course, no
person should be ordained or given any respon-
sibilities of ministry within the church because of
sex or for the sake of a “point.” On the other hand,
we have affirmed in the church that no person,
called and gifted by God, should be denied any
role of ministry or leadership in the church
because of one’s sex.

The Basis in Creation

The basi¢ foundation of the partnership of
women and men in God’s creation and in the
church and its ministry is given in the opening
chapter of Genesis. Here are found two funda-
mental perspectives which should inform our
thinking about persons and their mutual relation-
ships.

First, man ("adam), a generic term meaning
“the human person,” is created in God’s very own
image (Genesis 1:26-27; 5:1-2). This creation in
God’s image includes the identification of per-
sons as male and female. This mutuality of
women and men carries no suggestion of male
headship or female submission.

Second, this mutuality is confirmed that both
the man and the woman are together, without dis-
tinction, charged with responsibility for all of
God’s creation (Genesis 1:26, 28).

This equal partnership between man and
woman is also present in the retelling of the cre-
ation story in Genesis 2. Here the man is found in
need of a companion, but none of the creatures
God has created qualify (Genesis 2:18-20). Thus,
God differentiates man ("adam) into man (’ish)
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and woman (’ishshah), persons of separate male
and female gender identity. The point of such a
provision of companionship is to relate the male
and female persons as equals, indicated by the
common designations (‘ish/ ’ishshah; the same
word root) and the common identity of bone and
flesh (Genesis 2:23). This is climaxed with the
concept of mutuality expressed in the “one flesh”
language (Genesis 2:24).

Some have interpreted Genesis 2:23, in
which the man (’ish) calls the “bone of my bones
and flesh of my flesh” woman (’ishshah), as an
act of naming which demonstrates the headship or
authority of man over woman. However, that type
of naming does not occur until after the Fall when
“Adam named his wife Eve...” (Genesis 3:20).

Genesis 2 also indicates that the woman
partner with the man will be an appropriate
“helper” (Genesis 2:18). The word ‘“helper”
(Cezer), when used of a person in the Old
Testament, always refers to God (in 29 places)
apart from one reference to David. The word
“helper,” then, is not to be understood as an
expression of submission and service fo man;
rather, the woman as helper serves God with man.

The woman and man sin together (Genesis
3:1-7). Although it does not show in English
translations, the serpent addresses the woman
with the plural “you.” Genesis 3:6 states that the
woman “...gave some [of the fruit] to her hus-
band, who was with her, and he ate it.” The fact
that the man was with her (a phrase sometimes
omitted from English translations!) indicates that
both partners are together involved in the disobe-
dience to God. This is also seen by the fact that it
is after both ate that it is said: “Then the eyes of
both of them were opened. . .” (Genesis 3:7).

The statements of judgment for disobedience
(Genesis 3:14—19) are descriptive ones of future
realities which involved a supremacy/subjection
relationship between man and woman. These
statements are not creation mandates; rather the
relationship of mutuality, partnership and equali-
ty portrayed in Genesis 1:1-3:7 is now sadly
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The Basis in Jesus’ Ministry

In the time of Jesus’ ministry women were
usually regarded as subordinate and inferior in
virtually every area of life. They were to remain
at home, to be good wives and mothers and to
take no part in public discourse or education.
Josephus, a Jewish historian, said: “The woman,
says the Law, is in all things inferior to the man.
Let her accordingly be submissive....” It was also
said: “Better is the wickedness of a man than a
woman who does good” (Sirach).

Jesus, however, by his teachings and actions,
affirmed the worth and value of women as per-
sons to be included along with men within God’s
love and service.

Jesus challenged “sexual put-downs” of
women. In Jesus’ setting, the prerogative of
divorce belonged almost exclusively with men,
and virtually any reason could be used to justify
divorce. Jesus tolerated no such “male chauvin-
ism.” He recalled the “one flesh” concept
(Genesis 2:24) of mutual partnership and God’s
intention for marriage (Matthew 19:3-9).
Although women were held responsible, in Jesus’
time, for all sexual sin, Jesus rejected this
“sexism” with his dramatic indictment of men: “.
. . anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart”
(Matthew 5:27).

Jesus reached out to women who were reject-
ed. In spite of the laws regarding uncleanness
Jesus allowed a woman with a twelve year men-
strual problem to touch him and commended her
faith (Mark 5:25-34). Jesus permitted a sinful
woman to anoint and kiss his feet (Luke 7:36-50).
Jesus challenged religious leaders by saying: “I
tell you the truth, the tax collectors and prostitutes
are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you”
(Matthew 21:31). He also offered salvation
directly to women who were known as adulter-
esses (John 4:4—42 and John 8:1-11).

In Jesus’ day responsible teachers were not to
teach women. Nevertheless, Jesus taught women
and included them in his group of committed dis-
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ciples. He taught Mary of Bethany and com-
mended her learning to her sister who was carry-
ing out the traditional tasks (Luke 10:38-42). It
was to the Samaritan woman that Jesus made his
most explicit affirmation that he was the Messiah,
and he shared with her his basic mission (John
4:4-42). According to Luke 8:1-3 many women
were in Jesus’ band of traveling disciples. These
same women were present at the crucifixion and
burial and on resurrection morning (Luke 23:49,
55-56; 24:1).

Jesus affirmed the value of committed disci-
pleship and obedience to God, even over the nat-
ural and valued role of mother: “My mother and
brothers are those who hear God’s word and put
it into practice” (Luke 8:21), and “Blessed rather
[than his own mother] are those who hear the
word of God and obey it” (Luke 11:28).

The women Jesus included became pro-
claimers of Jesus as Savior and risen Lord. The
Samaritan woman was responsible for evangeliz-
ing her town (John 4:39-42). All of the Gospels
show that it was Jesus’ women disciples who
were the first persons to declare the message of
Jesus’ resurrection, central to the gospel in the
early church.

Among Jesus’ disciples we know of seven-
teen men by name: the Twelve, Joseph Justus and
Matthias (Acts 1:23), Lazarus, Nicodemus and
Joseph of Arimathea. What is not so often noted
is that we know eight women by name from
among his circle of devoted disciples: Mary the
mother, Mary Magdalene, the “other” Mary,
Mary and Martha of Bethany, Joanna, Susanna
and Salome.

Jesus’ inclusion of and ministry to and
through women within his own life and teaching
were a powerful witness to the early church of the
partnership of women and men within its mem-
bership and ministry.

The Basis in the Early Church

The Book of Acts shows clearly that women
were part of the first church in Jerusalem and
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were included as the church grew and spread. The
group of 120 disciples (Acts 1:15) who waited in
Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy Spirit
included women (meaning those women previ-
ously mentioned in Luke as disciples who fol-
lowed Jesus) and Mary, the mother of Jesus (Acts
1:14). That women continued as part of the grow-
ing church in Jerusalem is attested by Luke’s
comments that “more and more men and women
believed in the Lord and were added to their num-
ber” (Acts 5:14) and that Saul, in his persecution
of the Jerusalem church, “dragged off men and
women and put them in prison” (Acts 8:3; see
also 22:4). Women are frequently mentioned in
Acts as the account of the spread of the church is
given, including the widows in Joppa, Timothy’s
mother in Lystra, the women in Philippi, the
prominent women who joined the church in
Thessalonica, the prominent women in Berea
who believed, Damaris in Athens, Priscilla in
Corinth, the wives in Tyre, and Philip the evange-
list’s four daughters who had the gift of prophecy
in Caesarea.

Apart from documenting the widespread
presence of women in the early church, the
account in Acts presents us with three additional
items of importance. First is the fact that when the
Holy Spirit came in power and in fulfillment of
God’s Word (Joel 2:28-32) both men and women
were present (Acts 1-2). Peter interpreted the
events of Pentecost to mean that the “last days” of
God’s time had come and that God’s Spirit was
poured out on both women and men enabling
them to prophesy. This foundational role was sig-
nificant in the early church (see Acts 21:8-9; 1
Corinthians 11:5). Throughout the history of the
modern church the events of Acts 2 have been one
of the major arguments in favor of women in min-
istry.

Second, the involvement of women in the
establishment of the Philippian church is note
worthy (Acts 16:11-40). Paul begins the church
in Philippi, the leading city of its district, with a
group of women gathered for prayer outside the
city gate (Acts 16:13-15). The “place of prayer”
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here is probably to be understood as a synagogue.
Clearly one of the leaders of this remarkable
women’s synagogue was Lydia. She and her
home became the center of the new Philippian
church (Acts 16:14-15; 16:40). This data is very
significant background for the two women of
Philippi who worked with Paul in the gospel min-
istry (Philippians 4:2-3).

Third, Acts gives some indication of the
importance of Priscilla (Acts 18:2,18,26). She,
along with her husband Aquila, instructed
Apollos who became a noted teacher in the
church (Acts 18:26). There has always been
debate over the significance of the fact that
Priscilla taught Apollos at home rather than in the
church, but it must be recognized that she did
teach Apollos (see 1 Timothy 2:12).

The Basis in Paul

Galatians 3:28, like Acts 2, has been cited for
hundreds of years as a basis for women in min-
istry. Detractors of women in ministry often argue
that Galatians 3:28 refers only to the spiritual
reality of equal access to God through faith in
Christ Jesus. The text does refer to this, but it
clearly encompasses other realities as well. There
are three traditional pairings, and they reflect the
three basic social divides of hostility within the
first century A.D. in the Roman Empire. Paul’s
declaration would have had no less actual social
impact than an American preacher’s statement in
the 1950s that “in Christ Jesus there is neither
Black nor White” would have had.

Further, the conflict of Paul and Peter record-
ed in Galatians 2:11-14 demonstrates that the
declaration of “neither Jew nor Greek” had social
implications in the life of the church. Paul’s letter
to Philemon has similar implications for “neither
slave nor free” in asking Philemon to accept
Onesimus as a dear brother in the Lord just like
Paul (Philemon 15-17)! Paul’s declaration about
male and female had implications, too, for the life
of the church. The point is not the obliteration of
God’s created differences between male and
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