THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE CHURCH

As with all issues for Christians, the role of women in the church needs to be decided according to what is stated in the New Testament, in the whole of the New Testament.

About this issue a number of things are clearly expressed by the biblical writers, but a number of passages are capable of different interpretations. Thus Christians come to different honestly held conclusions. These differences are to be respected by all and must not be allowed to become means of division. The old dictum: "In essentials unity; in non-essentials liberty and in all things love" is a helpful reminder for all Christians.

As Christians study the New Testament about this (and other) issues, it is important to read all texts within their immediate and overall contexts; to find out the normal meaning of the Greek words for writers in those days (and not give words in an English translation meanings absent from the original); and to remember that the letters were written to deal with specific issues and so did not spell out what everyone then knew, but which we don't clearly know today. Conclusions need to be based on careful and informed use of proper methods for "rightly dividing the word of truth".

This statement seeks to present first of all the points clearly expressed in the New Testament and then give what this writer believes are reasonable conclusions about unclear passages.

1. IN THE NEW TESTAMENT CHURCH WOMEN EXERCISED A VARIETY OF MINISTRIES INCLUDING THE MINISTRY OF LEADERSHIP.

· Women were involved publicly in prophecy, that is in explaining God's ways to the church and imparting knowledge (Acts 21:9; 1 Cor 11:5 - Acts 2:17-18 and Luke 2:36 are also important references about women and prophecy).

· Priscilla, with her husband Aquila, taught Apollos, who had previously been accurately instructed about Jesus, so that he was able to make a further response as required by the gospel (Acts 18:24-26).

· Phoebe (Romans 16:1-2) was a "deacon" (the word is masculine, not "deaconess"), a term used of those who exercised important ministries; and "a helper" (a word used for strong leadership).

· In Romans 16:1-16 Paul greeted ten women he had heard about in that church (Phoebe, Priscilla, Mary, Junia, Tryphena, Tryphosa, Persis, Rufus' mother, Julia and Nereus' sister). For some of these he used terms which he also used to describe his own ministry ("fellow-workers", "worked very hard"). He spoke of Junia as being "outstanding among the apostles".

· In Philippians 4:3 Paul also described the ministry of Euodia and Syntyche with terms he used for the ministry of Timothy, Titus and Luke (2 Cor 8:23; 1 Thess 3:2; Philemon 24).

· When a woman teacher is condemned in Revelation 2:20-25, it is not because she was a woman undertaking a forbidden role, but because the content of her teaching was wrong and led believers astray. (In fact she had been given opportunity to repent and thus to continue her ministry.)

There are other passages which probably refer to women in ministry and leadership, but about which there is dispute. These include 1 Tim 2:9 (the more natural meaning of the Greek is "women deacons", not “wives of deacons").

The overall situation, however, is clear: women were involved in the New Testament church in significant ministries and in leadership.
2. IN THE NEW TESTAMENT CHURCH ALL BELIEVERS BOTH MEN AND WOMEN. WERE GIVEN BY GOD GIFTS FOR MINISTRY.

All of the key passages about "spiritual gifts" give no hint about differences between men and women in the receipt and use of gifts. See Romans 12: 3​8: 1 Cor 12: 4-31; Eph 4: 4-16; 1 Peter 4:10-11. The same thing is true of instructions concerning ministering to each other in worship - Eph 5:19-20; Col 3: 12-17.

The contexts of a number of these passages make explicit what is implicit throughout the New Testament, that baptism (and the gift of the Spirit) is a call to minister. Baptism and ministry is NOT related to gender but to discipleship and God's empowering of all His people.
The clear statements about the theology of ministry and leadership perfectly matches the practice of the New Testament church. In principle no distinction is made between men and women.
3. THE NEW TESTAMENT WRITERS MAKE IT CLEAR THAT THROUGH CHRIST GOD'S INTENTION IN CREATION HAS BEEN RE-AFFIRMED AND MADE POSSIBLE.

The intention of God in creation is clearly stated in Genesis 1:27; 2:18-24. Male and female both express the image of God and they are to live in relationships which are complementary and equal, they are to be mutual helpers to each other. Marriage is a particular (but not the only) expression of this mutuality.

In Christ (and thus in Christ's body, the church) Christians become "a new creation". The old order, in which sin caused a break between men and women and in which women were dominated by men, has been done away with (Genesis 3:16-17; 2 Cor 5:16-17; Col 3:9-10).
This writer believes that to see the relationship 6f men and women as some kind of hierarchy is to be determined by "a human point of view", not by what God has done in Christ

4. THE CHURCH'S REJECTION OF A LOW VIEW OF WOMAN WAS PATTERNED ON THE WORDS AND DEEDS OF JESUS.
Modern people find it difficult to appreciate the background for the actions of both Jesus and the early church. Their high view of women was revolutionary, indeed disturbing, for both Judaism and contemporary Gentile society.

In Judaism women were not regarded as members of the covenant of Israel. Most rabbis believed that women were incapable of learning; and even if they could they should not because learning leads to teaching others and only members of the covenant (ie males) could teach.

Jesus, by contrast, applauded Mary when she sought to learn - and gave a lesser role to the so-called "woman's duty" of being busy in the kitchen (Luke 10:38-42).
Jesus had women as part of his small band of disciples who travelled with him (Luke 8:1-3). He took the initiative to speak with a woman, something which astounded his disciples 0000 4: 7, 27). When he was raised to life again Jesus appeared to women, even though their witness would not have been accepted as valid in a law court (Luke 24:1-11).
With some exceptions, women in the Graeco-Roman world were similarly regarded as inferior. To quote one writer, girls were trained from childhood to "see as little, hear as little and ask as few questions as possible". They had no rights. They were under the control of first their father and then their husband.

Women who became disciples of Jesus were thus introduced to a radically new experience of being regarded as valuable, indeed equal. They now sat next to their husbands in worship, to participate fully. They who had been treated as ignorant and incapable of learning were now expected to learn. There were no precedents for how to behave. No wonder there were some problems. Males who believed in Jesus also had to come to terms with this radically new way of doing things. Changes as immense as that did not occur without unhelpful attitudes and actions being expressed by some or even many.
5. THE NEW TES AMENT MAKES IT CLEAR THAT ALL BELIEVERS ​MALE AND FEMALE - ARE TO RELATE TO EACH OTHER NOT BY MAKING CLAIMS BUT BY HUMBLY CONSIDERING THE GOOD OF OTHERS AND ACKNOWLEDGING OUR INTER-DEPENDENCE
Jesus had made it clear that the normal way of society to "exercise lordship" is to have no place in His Kingdom. Instead Christians are to be like him, one who serves (Luke 22:24-27). Paul reinforced this teaching in Philippians 2:3-8, where he stated that Christians are to act as Jesus did in not making claims and humbling himself, even to death on a cross.

A key passage is Ephesians 5:21ff. Unfortunately many quote only verse 22 (which is about wives and husbands, not women and men in general) and ignore the clear overall statement in verse 21 which provides the context in which the rest of the passage is to be understood. Every Christian is to be "subject/in submission" to every other Christian - and this includes wives to husbands, husbands to wives, children to parents, parents to children, slaves to masters and masters to slaves. Mutual submission "in the Lord" is described in terms of the self-giving love shown in Jesus.

Another passage often misinterpreted is 1 Cor 11:7-12, because the thought of the whole passage is not considered. Paul referred to two dimensions of male-female relationships which Christians need to consider ("in the Lord"). The biblical story of creation indicates both that women are dependant on males (vv8-9) and also that males are dependant on women (v12). Thus he concluded that neither is independent of the other. This was the radically new teaching which, through misunderstanding and individualistic claims, was causing problems in that church. In the same chapter, as well as elsewhere, Paul refers to a "headship" for husbands (v3 - not "men" but within a marriage). It is important that again we listen to the total context and consider the meaning the term "head" had for Paul. People of his day did not understand "head" in the way of modems who know about the central nervous system which "controls" or "directs" the rest of the body. Paul's use of "head" elsewhere (eg Eph 1:10 ​literally "to bring under the headship" - see NIV) indicates that he understood exercising headship as enabling a harmony or unity in the body. (This fits also the thought that the Father is the head of Christ: their thoughts and actions are in perfect harmony. The church has always understand that the Father and Son are equal. Read also John 5:26-27,30-32 where the Father gives "authority" to the Son.) 

In summary, the intention of God revealed in the New Testament is that  Christian men and women are equal and complementary in their relationships. Both are to serve in humility, expressing the harmony God has always intended.
6. DIFFICULTIES IN SOME SITUATIONS MEANT THAT SOME LIMITS NEEDED TO BE PLACED ON THE WAY SOME WOMEN WERE EXPRESSING THEIR NEW FOUND FREEDOM IN CHRIST.

With the small space available all that can be done is to refer briefly to some of the evidence and then give conclusions which this writer draws based on a consideration of the Greek text. (It is planned that a more detailed statement will be prepared for those interested.) Again it is stressed that we need to make our own decisions based on the words the biblical writers used. It is not being suggested that the evidence is so clear that these conclusions must be right, but they do fit with the evidence in the rest of the New Testament.
1 Cor 14:33-35: As we have seen, Paul has already given instructions about how some women are to speak when they prophesy (11:5ff) and he has just added further instructions about public prophecy. The prohibition in vv33​34 is against disturbing chattering (a normal meaning of the Greek word Paul used - it is not the usual word for "preaching" or "teaching"). There are modern instances of similar problems (eg in Ghana) where in a society where women were not valued equally with men, newly converted women needed to be clearly instructed that they had to come to church to learn, otherwise they just chattered. Here Paul gave instruction that for the sake of good order in a service (v33), wives were to hold their questions and ask their husbands at home (v35). The priority for these women was to learn. There is no suggestion that women cannot teach once they have learnt.
1 Cor 11:2-16: What Paul said about how men and women should "dress" when they speak a prophecy is not about one person being under the authority of another but about all being under the authority of God. There were accepted ways for both men and women to "dress" and no-one should act in an individualistic way. As with other issues, it is necessary in a different culfure for the church to' decide what is appropriate for men and for women to express in today's setting the fact that each ministers under. the authority of God.
1 Tim 2:11-15: It is important to understand the meaning of several Greek words Paul used. 

- He had available several words for "permit". The one he chose meant "permitting in specific situations": it was not the word for making a universal ruling.
- The word translated "authority" occurs only here in the New Testament. It is not the usual word for authority. In secular Greek it had a number of meanings, but all of them were about a wrong kind of authority ​meanings such as teaching autonomously, or in a contentious manner, or in a domineering way. It sometimes referred to using sexual power.
The references to the need for modest appearance in vv9-10 suggests that the women concerned were wealthy. Perhaps before they were converted they had been "patrons" in pagan worship (which involved fertility rites and sacred prostitution) who were used to being forceful in both business and religious teaching. Such women were exceptions in a culture hostile to women, but there were a few of them. Probably when they had become Christian they brought with them the expectation that with equality in Christ they would continue to give leadership. Paul was very clear that in this kind of situation he required believers to be good students (the meaning of "in quietness and full submission"), learning from teachers like Timothy who knew the gospel from an apostolic authority like Paul. If Paul had a universal rule that women as women could not teach, surely Timothy would have known about that and would not have allowed them to teach in the first place. That does not seem to be the issue here: it is their refusal to learn first and their manner of teaching which is the problem, because that contradicted the way of Christ in which no-one is to dominate.!(Read 1 Peter 5:1-6 where it is clearly taught that no elder/leader is to "domineer" but in humility is to provide an example like that of Jesus, the chief shepherd.)
Paul used typological language similar to that in 1 Cor 10:1-5 to say that this is a situation like that in Genesis 1-2: it is modem Eves who are causing problems. Lest he be misunderstood as suggesting that males somehow are better than women, he went on to point out that through a woman (not a man) a child was born through whom salvation has come. (NIV margin . rightly points out that the word is singular, not plural. The meaning is not . absolutely clear, but The Message gives a helpful paraphrase: the reference is to the mother of Jesus. To conclude from this passage that women are more prone to sin than men and therefore need to be under the control of men not only ignores the need for mutual submission in Christ but also flies in the face both of Genesis 1-2 and Paul's use of Adam as the figure of sin (eg 1 Cor 15:21-22, 45-49). 

In 1 Timothy Paul several times refers to the need to behave in such a way that unbelievers don't gain a bad impression of the church (eg 3:7; 5:14). The reference to dressing with modesty and propriety and doing good deeds (2:9-10) may be related to this concern - and perhaps also the inappropriate way these women were teaching. A number of evangelical scholars have raised the question whether the treatment of women by sections of today's church (in advocating that they need to be under the authority of men) provides a similar difficulty for non-Christians today to listen to the central claims of the gospel.

7. CONCLUSION

The New Testament teaches that ministry and leadership in the church is based on God's gifts not on gender. The church's task is to discern what these gifts are and to provide opportunities for all Christians to use those gifts, both individually and as part of the corporate ministry of the church.  

Women, like men, have different personalities and different styles of living. There may be some generalised differences between men and women (such as different ways of viewing things; different experiences eg in parenting; and different expectations about appropriate roles for men and women). That does not mean that the genders are so different that men and women have completely different gifts and roles. Rather, it means that opportunities need to be provided for different gifts and skills of all to be exercised in complementary ways and for all Christians to offer them in the humility which God requires. When that is done the ministry of Christ's church is enriched immeasurably.
No Christian should make claims for themselves - whether because they are a male or a female. Each needs to be aware of the discernment of the body of Christ concerning gifts and graces they express and to use them for the glory of God.
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