Should Women Serve As Deacons?

Seeking the Word and Will of God
By Dr. Jim Denison

The issue of women serving as deacons is eitheryaeasy or a very difficult question.
Some think that the Bible categorically forbidsstinecognition, while others argue for
equal leadership rights for both genders regardiésghat the Bible might teach on the
subject. But many of us struggle with this issnd want to know what the Bible says.
This essay is intended to provide an overview & tomplex subject, including succinct
statements of my interpretive positions on thessages.

Note that we are seeking not our will but God'sur @pinions are not at the heart of the
discussion, but God's revealed word on the subj8ct. what do the Scriptures teach on
this issue? How should we apply their teachinguochurches and our lives?

Six biblical passages are considered by intermdterelate directly to our discussion.
The last five have been the subjects of very ewtenscholarly interest, doctoral
dissertations, and intense academic debate. Hotsour purpose to discuss such
scholarship in detail. Rather, we will study eaxdssage briefly, consider the larger
question of women in biblical leadership, revieweay succinct history of this issue
from the biblical era to the present, then draw ctasions for our churches and
ministries.

"Thereisnether Jew nor Greek, dave nor free, male nor female"

Our first text speaks to the general question af'&wiew of the genders. In Paul's letter
to the Galatian church, addressing Gentiles whoecdam Christ through his first
missionary journey, the apostle includes the follmxgood news:

“You are all sons of God through faith in Chrissus, for all of you who were baptized
into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christhetie is neither Jew nor Greek, slave
nor free, male nor female, for you are all one hri§& Jesus. If you belong to Christ,
then you are Abraham's seed, and heirs accorditigetpromise” (Galatians 3:26-29).

Paul's statement abolishes the inequality of woamenmon to the first century. In a day
when women were the property of their fathers ablamds, with no civil or personal
rights or identity, the apostle makes clear thatane "all" the children of God through
faith in Christ Jesus. Every barrier—Jew and Genslave and free, male and female—
must fall before the universal love of God.

As a result, our present discussion regarding woasemeacons in ho way calls into
question the value of women to our faith or ourrches. Whatever a person believes
about the question before us, we must all agreentbmen are as loved by God as men,
and equally important to our churches and our faith
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In addition, this passage is considered by somel&be directly to the question of women
in leadership. It can be interpreted to mean @aia€hristians are equally free and called
to ministry leadership, whatever their racial, éhor gender distinctions. Or it can be
read to support the equal standing of all peoplé€&od's love but not God's call to

ministry. In other words, in this view women aelaved by God as men, but they are
not given the same responsibilities in ministrydieship.

My position: | certainly recognize the fact thatraext does not specifically assign

leadership function to men or women, Jew or Gre&dye or free. At the same time, |

would suggest that the "promise” (v. 29) to whichnmnand women are heirs includes both
salvation and service. Abraham's covenant with @bated not only to his eternal life

but also to his work in sharing that grace witheoth He was a conduit through whom
God's saving purpose would be extended to the wi@tanans 4:18). In the same way,
both men and women, Jews and Greeks, slave andifeeealled to share and lead in
Kingdom ministry.

" Phoebe, a servant of the church in Cenchrea"

Now we come to one of two key passages relatedfsjadly to the question of women
as deacons. Paul closes Romans 16 with a lise@blp worthy of commendation, and
begins with a woman named Phoebe:

“I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servanh@fchurch in Cenchrea. | ask you to
receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of the $aiand to give her any help she may
need from you, for she has been a great help toympeaople, including me” (Romans
16:1-2).

Most interpreters believe that Paul was living ori@th or Cenchrea (a coastal town just
to the east) when he wrote the letter to the Romams that Phoebe helped carry Paul's
letter to its destination. And so the apostle meends Phoebe to his letter's recipients
with wonderful praise: "she has been a great leetpany people, including me" (v. 2).

Germaine to our discussion is his first descriptibPhoebe: "a servant of the church in
Cenchrea." "Servant" translates the Greek vaiatonon the same word translated in 1
Timothy 3:8, 10, 12, 13 and Philippians 1:1 as tdea’ So, was Phoebe a "deacon” of
the church at Cenchrea? If she was, does herigogitere bear relevance to our
discussion now?

Arguments for Phoebe asa " deacon™

Many interpreters are convinced thdiakononin Romans 16:1 should indeed be
translated and understood as "deacon,"” not "sefvdaimes Dunn calls Phoebe "the first
recorded 'deacon’ in the history of Christianityfie maintains that if Paul meant to
identify her only as a "servant" he would have ugdmttoneo(cf. Ro. 15:25) odiakonia

Dr. Jm Denison, President, Center for labRaith, vwwyinformedFaith.com Copyiight © 2009. Pag@



(cf. 1 Cor. 16:15). He believes that the phrask the church" points to a "more
recognized ministry" or "position of responsibilijthin the congregation-"

A. T. Robertson, one of Baptists' greatest Gredholars, agrees: "In favor of the
technical sense of 'deacon' or 'deaconess' igdtfigdam of 'of the church.' In some sense
Phoebe was a servant or minister of the churcreimcBreae®'

Greek scholar R. C. H. Lenski concludes: "Bothheticiple and the genitive ['being a
servant of the church"] indicate that Phoebe oamlpin official position by appointment
of the church which was similar to that of the sedeacons who were appointed in the
church at Jerusalem (Acts 6:1-6). She belongkdalass indicated byiakoniain 12:7.
Her work of ministering was not mere private effout was carried on by authorization
of the congregation. It is only fair to assumet gtze was not the only one so appointed
in Cenchreae; such an appointment was in all hioeld held by several women."

Lenski adds, "This is the first mention of womeradens in the church. The way in
which Paul introduces this deaconess to the Ronmalisates that the fact that women
serving in this office was not a novelty but sonmegithat was already known. While we
lack information we must, nevertheless, say thatesthe arrangement of having male
deacons in Jerusalem had proven highly benefititheavery start, the appointment of
women was the next logical step.

The ministration of the first deacons consistethadistribution of food to widows. But,
surely, it must soon have become apparent thainsdance, in cases of sickness and of
poverty and of loneliness, especially of poor widaand orphans, a need had arisen for
the alleviation of which men could not be used;yorwmpetent women could serve in
this capacity. Voluntary efforts would accomplistuch, and in many churches they, no
doubt, sufficed as they still do; but at least har€enchreae we see the forward step, the
addition of duly appointed deaconesses."

He concludes, "How the duties of the office wenamged and how it functioned we do
not know beyond the one statement that it renderi@istering help for the sake of help.
That is the heart of deaconess work today, itsgoteform being a recent arrangement.
From 1 Timothy 3:11, which was written a few yeklater, we see that there were many
deaconesses in the Ephesian church; they are sirogled 'women,” but the
qualifications laid down match those required faendeacons:"

F. F. Bruce, the noted evangelical theologian, aldsa church context the word should
be rendered 'deacon,' whether masculine or feminirteat the duties of a deacon could

1 James D. G. DuniRomans 9-16Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Texas: Word RspPublisher,
1988) 2:886-7.

2 A. T. Robertsoriord Pictures in the New TestaméNashville: Broadman Press, 1931) 4:425.

3 R. C. H. LenskiThe Interpretation of St. Paul's Epistle to the Ras(Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1936) 899-900.
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be performed by either men or women is suggested @ymothy 3:11, where 'the
women' are to be understood as 'deacons' (likente of verses 3-10Y." Presbyterian

expositor Donald Grey Barnhouse agrees: "The Gvemkl which tells us that Phoebe
was a 'servant' of the church is the word for 'daaess.”

Thomas Schreiner, in an essay which takes a ddgidedative view regarding women
in church leadership, nonetheless concludes, '#8nNbw Testament, women functioned
as prophets and probably deacons but not as éfders.

If Phoebe was a "deacon,” why did Paul use the utiasc Greek word for her
designation? For the simple reason that "womakgat€adiakonissa was not invented
until the fourth century. He used the masculine form with the feminine n&®eause it
was the only designation for "deacon" availabl&ito.

In conclusion, those who believe that Phoebe wadeacon” suggest that there is no
exegetical reason to exclude her from this ministifice. To the contrary, the Greek
syntax seems to indicate that "being a servarttethurch” referred to a formal, church-
related position rather than a general role ofvset."

Arguments for Phoebe asa " servant”

Those who believe that Phoebe should not be sean'@sacon” in the sense we mean
the office today can base their interpretation wo different assertions. First, since
diakononor diakoniacan mean either "servant” or "deacon,” we mustathe context
to determine which definition we will follow. Desp the argument from Greek syntax
cited above, some argue that nothing in the conbéxRomans 16:1-2 requires that
diakononrefer to a specific office rather than a servanttion.

John Murray asserts: "Though the word for 'servaritie same as is used for deacon . . .,
yet the word is also used to denote the persommeifig any type of ministry. If Phoebe
ministered to the saints, as is evident from vé&;sthen she would be a servant of the

4 F. F. BruceRomansTyndale New Testament Commentaries, rev. ed.n@GRapids, Michigan:
Eerdmans, 1985) 252.

5 Donald Grey BarnhousBomangGrand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans 1964 [repr. 198823.

6 Thomas R. Schreiner, "The Valuable Ministrie$\aimen in the Context of Male Leadership: A Survey
of Old and New Testament Examples and TeachindReicovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A
Response to Evangelical Feminjszd. John Piper and Wayne Grudem (Wheaton, I8inGrossway

Books, 1991) 220.

7 William C. MouncePastoral EpistlesWord Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nels8000)
202.

8 For further agreement see Luke Timothy John$be,First and Second Letters to Timothlie Anchor
Bible (New York: Doubleday, 2001) 35a:229: "In Robé.1, Paul names Phoebe afiakonosof the
church at Cenchrea, so we know that he had nadliffi with women holding such a position"; and R. C
H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul's Epistles to thddSsians, to the Thessalonians, to Timothy, to
Titus and to PhilemofMinneapolis, MN: Augsburg Publishing House, 193%8-9.
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church and there is neither need nor warrant tgpass that she occupied or exercised
what amounted to an ecclesiastical office compardbl that of the diaconate. The
services performed were similar to those devolvipgn deacons. Their ministry is one
of mercy to the poor, the sick, and the desolatas is an area in which women likewise
exercise their functions and graces. But thermimore warrant to posit affice than in
the case of the widows who, prior to their beconmimgharge of the church, must have
borne the features mentioned in 1 Timothy 5:9,%0."

William Barclay agrees: "Sometimes she is callettaconessbut it is not likely that she
held what might be called an official position hetChurch.*°

A second argument against Phoebe as a "deacontsadsa the "office” of deacon or

deaconess was less developed in the first cerftaryit evolved to become in succeeding
generations. James Dunn, while arguing that Phee® indeed a "deacon" of the
church, adds that "it would be premature to spéanaestablished office of diaconate, as
though a role of responsibility and authority, wihoperly appointed succession, had
already been agreed upon in the Pauline churcliés.are still at the stage of ministry
beginning to take regular and formal shape . d.the form in each case would depend
very much on the context and needs of particulagoegations ™

For these reasons, some interpreters are notrcéri@e should consider Phoebe to be a
deacon or not. Robert Mounce concludes, "it isceotain whether this is an official title
or a description of what she ditf."

James Denney agrees: "It is not easy to trandlat@nos for 'servant’ is too vague, and
'deaconess' is more technical than the originBliakonia was really a function of
membership in the Church, and Phoebe might nayuballdescribed as she is here if like
the house of Stephanas at Corinth (1 Cor. 16:1&hsld given herself 'unto the service of
the saints." That is, a life of habitual charibdehospitality, quite apart from any official
position, would justify the nam#iakonos On the other hand it must be remembered that
the growth of the Church, under the conditions otient society, soon produced
'‘deaconesses' in the official sense, and Phoebéaweyhad some recognized function of
diakoniaassigned to her?

9 John MurrayThe Epistle to the Romarehe New International Commentary on the New Tasta
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans 1968 [1993]) &:@dnphasis his).

10 William Barclay,The Letter to the RomariBhe Daily Study Bible Series, rev. ed. (Philadiédp
Westminster, 1975) 207 (emphasis his).

11 Dunn 887.
12 Mounce 210.

13 James Denne$t. Paul's Epistle to the Romafi$ie Expositor's Greek Testament (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Eerdmans, repr. 1979) 2:717-8.
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Everett Harrison is similarly ambivalent: "Phoebealled a 'servant’ of this church. The
same word can be rendered 'deaconess' (RSV, JBh wére serving as deacons about
this time (Phil 1:1), and before long women wersmbeeferred to in a way that suggests
they held such an office in the church (1 Tim 3;Xhpugh the word 'deaconess’ is not
used in that passage. In any event, Paul is negssihg office but service, as we gather
from v. 2.

My position: Phoebe was in fact a female "deacant'simply a "servant” of the church

in Cenchrea. | agree with Dunn that Paul's voalyupoints to an office more than a
function, and that the syntax of his phrase indisdhat she served in an official capacity
within the church at Cenchrea.

" A deacon must be the husband of but one wife"
The second New Testament passage which appeagtate directly to the question of
women deacons is found within Paul's instructi@ngitothy:

“Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respsiicere, not indulging in much
wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain. They mesfpkhold of the deep truths of the
faith with a clear conscience. They must firsttbsted; and then if there is nothing
against them, let them serve as deacons. In the say, their wives are to be women
worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but tenaperand trustworthy in everything. A
deacon must be the husband of but one wife and mastage his children and his
household well. Those who have served well gaineacellent standing and great
assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus” (1 Tind-B3).

Two questions within this text pertain specificaldyour discussion. First, if "deacons”
were to be "the husband of but one wife," how caimen be "deacons"? Does this
injunction not limit the office of deacon to men?

How can a woman be the " husband of one wife" ?

At the heart of the issue is the phrase, "the hudlod but one wife." The Greek is best
translated literally, "a one-wife-at-a-time manpeaking to the issue of polygamy rather
than divorce.

Paul was concerned here about the public withnestea€tons. In his day, divorce was
tragically common and not typically seen as dan@aginone's witness. But polygamy,
while also common, was very destructive to Chnistiatness and example. And so Paul
condemned polygamy for deacons, not divorce.

Given that this phrase refers to polygamy, it eaclthat Paul would need to apply it only
to male deacons. Women were not permitted to mage than one husband. Thus,

14 Everett F. HarrisorRomansThe Expositor's Bible Commentary (Grand Rapidshigan: Zondervan,
1976) 10:161.
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there would be no reason for the apostle to fonmden deacons from polygamy. And
so he addressed only male deacons in this regard.

Werethese " wives' or women deacons?

A second question within this passage concernshiliaes"” of deacons (v. 11). The
Greek word iggunaikas translated "women" or "wives." Some believe ttia women
in question were in fact "deaconesses" (the NIWiaes this alternate translation in its
footnote on the versé).

Several assertions support this interpretation:
* "In the same way" may link "women" to "deacons" @), so that Paul is
referencing women deacons or deaconesses. Apargentage of scholars would
seem to favor this interpretative conclustbn.

* "Their" is missing in the Greek, lessening the pwbty that the women in
question are "their wives" or even "wives." Like&j Paul could have added
diakononto specify that they were "deacon wives," but rod

* No special qualifications are listed for the wivdsoverseers (vs. 1-7), making it
unlikely that Paul provided a special list of ddtries for the wives of deacons but
not overseers/elders/pastors.

* No special list of qualifications is provided fdnese women. If they were
deaconesses, we might assume that the previousctéiastics (vs. 8-10) apply to
them also. If they were not, it is hard to knowytheir character requirements
are not described in more detail.

« Paul did not use "female deacondlakonissa because the word had not yet been
invented, and was thus forced to gsmaikasto designate women.

15 A. T. Robertson interprets the verse to meapasgntly ‘women as deacons' (Rom. 16:1 about Phoebe
and not women in general or just ‘wives of deatdAs575).

16 White is definitive: "in the same waydgauto$ is "used in introducing a second or third mendfea
series. . .. The series here is of Church officiflgain, the four qualifications which follow ¢espond,
with appropriate variations, to the first four rggd in deacons, as regards demeanor, governmeime of
tongue, use of wine, and trustworthiness. Andhieritthis is a section dealing wholly with Church
officials. These considerations exclude the vieat tvomen in general . . . are spoken of. Ifvthees of
the deacons or of the clergy were meant . . . itllvde natural to have it unambiguously expresseg,

by the addition outon["their"]" (Newport J. D. White, "The First and &nd Epistles to Timothy and the
Epistle to Titus,'The Expositor's Greek Testamesd. W. Robertson Nicoll [Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Eerdmans, repr. 1979] 4:116).

17 Mounce 202.
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On the other hand, some interpreters believe tlaiomen in question are in fact the
"wives" of the deacons. They point out that deacare described in vs. 8-10 and 12-13,
making this insertion regarding their wives appraierto the discussiof.

Still others suggest that these women constituterd class of leaders—neither deacons
nor their wives® But it is hard to understand why Paul would ihgbis one verse
introducing a new category of service in the mafst discussion of deacons.

My position: Paul's instructions in this text pitmh men or women from serving as
deacons if their marital lives are damaging torthginess. In the immediate context his
injunction relates specifically to polygamy. Bypdipation, his principle relates to any
lifestyle patterns which damage ministry leadershipven if verse 11 is understood to
relate to "wives" rather than female deacons, ngthin this passage prohibits women
from serving in this office. And the text seemdant to refer to (and implicitly endorse)
this practice.

"1 do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she

must be silent”

As we have seen, some who consider Phoebe to baamkess do not believe that this
office constituted a position of leadership in gpostolic church. They affirm the formal
role of deaconesses as servants, but not as leadlaree passages relate to this larger
question of women in church leadership. We witisider each briefly.

“l also want women to dress modestly, with deceseg propriety, not with braided hair
or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but witbdydeeds, appropriate for women who
profess to worship God. A woman should learnuretpess and full submission. | do
not permit a woman to teach or to have authoritgr@ man; she must be silent. For
Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was th@ one deceived; it was the
woman who was deceived and became a sinner. Buaotewowill be saved through

childbearing—if they continue in faith, love andihess with propriety” (1 Tim. 2:9-15).

Here Paul clearly forbids "a woman to teach ordeehauthority over a man; she must be
silent” (v. 12). If this injunction is to be infmeted without qualifications, it certainly
prohibits a woman from assuming a leadership rotd @as deacon in our church. But it
also forbids women to serve as a trustee, leadhranitbee, teach a class where men are
present, or perhaps lead musically in worship wineea participate. Some churches do
in fact enforce such prohibitions.

18 See Ralph Earl@, Timothy The Expositor's Bible Commentary, gen. ed. Fianaebelein (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1978) 11:368.

19 This is Hendricksen's position (ibid).
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Before we assume that we are wrong to engage wamsuach leadership positions, or
that this text prohibits women from serving as @ealeaders, let's examine the historical
context of this passage. The Bible can never nadweat it never meant.

Paul is writing Timothy as he pastors the Christeammunity of Ephesus, on the
western coast of Asia Minor. Five questions malearcthe context and intended
meaning of this passage.

What isthe situation behind our text?

The apostle is concerned about issues relateddiccpuorship in Ephesus. He speaks to
the dress and appearance of women (v. 9), and eagesI"good deeds, appropriate for
women who profess to worship God" (v. 10). Whatwinstances in Ephesus could give
rise to these concerns?

Remember that the Temple of Diana, one of the S&enders of the Ancient World,
was the most prominent institution in Ephesus. nBiavas the pagan goddess of fertility.
Thousands of prostitutes were employed by the Terdgulmen to use in their "worship”
of this goddess.

Paul's concern for appearance with "decency angrigty” contrasts with the shameful,
immodest dress of these prostitutes. The apost#ésence to women's dress is not
repeated in his letters to other churches, sigmgfythat he considered the situation in
Ephesus to be distinct and worthy of special attent This fact further illustrates the
uniqueness of Paul's instructions in this f@xt.

What activity does Paul address?

Women must have been speaking in the Ephesian iposshvices, or Paul would not
have addressed this situation (v. 12). In Eph&sud wants women to "learn" (v. 11a, a
present tense verb translated "continue to ledsibfjcal truth, a significant departure
from the Jewish norm. But he also wants them tarnle"in quietness and full
submission” (v. 11b), for they are to "be silent"X2).

Note that the Greek word for "silent” does not fega total ban on speech. For
instance, "Such people we command and urge in ¢h@ dlesus Christ teettle dowrand
earn the bread they eat" (2 Thessalonians 3:12rewsettle down" is the same word as
"silent" in our text).

20 Douglas Moo does not believe we should limitapplication of this text prescriptively to the Egian
context, with application in principle to the largehristian faith, since he does not find "clearnaat in

the text" for this interpretive decision (Dougla®d] "What Does It Mean Not to Teach or Have Auttyori
Over Men? 1 Timothy 2:11-15Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A Respatn

Evangelical Feminispred. John Piper and Wayne Grudem [Wheaton, IBinGrossway Books, 1991] 193.
But Dr. Moo does not discuss the Ephesian practi¢cemple prostitution as part of the historicahtaxt
behind Paul's instructions to Timothy, or the fiett Paul's concerns about women's dress are pesdited

in his letters to other churches.
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We are all commanded to live "quiet lives in abdfness and holiness” (1 Tim. 2:2).
Paul's word ljesuchid does not only mean "do not speak,” but also 'l sr "be
receptive.” If the apostle wanted to silence wonsempletely, he would have used
sigaa And note that "be submissive" can relate tonlessage which is being taught, not
necessarily the person who is teacHing.

It seems clear that Paul wanted the Ephesian waoraeto disrupt the worship services
in which they participated, but to listen recepiyvi® what was being taught. Given the
role of temple prostitutes in leading "worship'tivat city, it is no surprise that the apostle
would do all he could to help Ephesian Christiawsichany public identification of their
worship with such immorality.

Who arethe” man" and " woman" in our text?

These Greek words can easily be rendered "huslzart"wife" throughout these verses.
Aner ("man” or "husband") andyne("woman" or "wife") are found in close proximity
54 times in 11 different contexts; each time thenseebear the meanings "husband" and
"wife" rather than "man" and "womar?" Paul would likely have useahthroposrather
thananerif he meant to speak about man in relation to wagrha could have usettsen
("man") andthelys("woman"), as he did in Romans 1:26f.

Thus it seems that Paul here refers to husbandswareb in the context of public
worship. And so a wife is not to "have authorityepa husband" when they are in public
worship together, but must be submissive spiriyu@all 12)?®

What does it mean for women not to " have authority over a man" ?

It may be that Paul warns against women leadinguinlic worship in Ephesus. But an
alternative explanation has received attentioregent years. "To have authority over a
man" (v. 12) can also be rendered, "to lead inkmakimmorality.™

In this reading, Paul does not prohibit women fri@ading men, but from leading them
into sin. Given the temple prostitution rampan&jphesus, it is understandable that the
apostle would be concerned especially with suclawenin that city.

What does it mean that " women will be saved through childbirth" ?

21 Sharon Hodgin Gritz, "The Role of Women in tHeufeh,"The People of God: Essays on the Believers'
Church ed. Paul Basden and David S. Dockery (Nash\Bteadman Press, 1991) 306.

22 G. P. Hugenberger, "Women in Church Leadershipé' International Standard Bible Encyclopedia
rev. ed., ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapidsciigan: Eerdmans, 1988) 4:1099.

23 White asserts that the verse "refers of counbeto public teaching, or to a wife's teaching her
husband" (4:108).

24 For a full exposition of this thesis see Rich@tdrk Kroeger and Catherine Clark KroedeBuffer Not
a Woman: Rethinking 1 Timothy 2:11-15 in Light oti&nt Evidenc€Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker
Book House, 1992).
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Paul closes our text with the assurance that "wowikie saved through childbearing—
if they continue in faith, love and holiness wittopriety" (v. 15). This is one of the most
problematic phrases in Scripture, as the followpogsible interpretations make clear:

* "Saved through childbearing" can refer to physigafety rather than spiritual
salvation.

* The phrase can refer to bearing "the" child, itke Messiah (though most
scholars dismiss this approacéh).

* The phrase could mean that mothers are sswewlly from engagement in many
of the ills of their day by becoming mothers angeisting in their familie$

* It could be that Paul here refutes the ascetiagsexual beliefs of some of his
opponents who have rejected marriage (cf. 1 TiB).%4:

» If "have authority over a man" refers to sexual ionatity, "women will be saved
through childbearing" can be interpreted, "eveshi bears a child in prostitution,
she can still be saved through faith, love, anéhlesk with propriety.”

* And the phrase can be translated, "she will beda@awen though she must bear
children."®

Whatever the meaning behind this difficult phraisds clear that Paul does not here
demean women or subordinate them to men. Beabhildren is both a physical and a
spiritual responsibility.

My position: in the public worship of the Ephesiamurch, wives were to learn biblical
truth from their husbands in quietness and fullnsisision. For them to take a leadership
role would have been damaging to their witness aityafilled with temple prostitutes.
Thus Paul's teaching here does not contradictridersement of women who "prophesy”
in 1 Corinthians 11:5 (to be discussed below). dimes it prohibit women from serving
in leadership in other churches and contexts, dictythe ministry of deacons.

" Women should remain silent in the churches"
A second text related especially to the questiowarhen in ministry leadership:

“As in all the congregations of the saints, wombowd remain silent in the churches.
They are not allowed to speak, but must be in sskion, as the Law says. If they want
to inquire about something, they should ask thewn dhusbands at home; for it is
disgraceful for a woman to speak in the churchC¢t. 14:33-36).

25 Robertson 4:570.

26 White sees such responsibilities as a motheosrial and natural duty" by which she is to "wotk o
our own salvation" (4:110).

27 Gritz 308.

28 Donald GuthrieThe Pastoral EpistleSTyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Eerdmans, 1988) 78.
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As with the passage previously studied, if thid texto be applied without qualifications,

it must forbid all speech by women in church. Thaeg not to teach anyone, even
children or members of their own gender. Theyrareto sing in the choir, serve on a
committee, or engage in any ministry which requspsech. But again, consideration of
the context makes this text clear and relevanutadgscussion.

Here's the setting: "women" and "husbands" aregptaa public worship. The "women"
(v. 34) are clearly married to the "husbands" obee35. These wives, who typically had
received less biblical instruction, were apparedibrupting the public worship services
by "inquiring" (v. 35a) or asking questions aboutavwas being said. They are not to
voice these questions during worship, but "ask tbwin husbands at home" (v. 35b).

Earle Ellis, one of Baptists' foremost biblicaldrgreters, believes that Paul here refers to
the wives of husbands who are speaking in pubfisking questions of her husband's
message in public would shame him and disrupt titeeeworship servicé& D. A.
Carson adds that Paul may be referring to the faethe church to "weigh carefully”
what prophets say (1 Cor. 14:29). Perhaps wivesparticipating in this function in
disruptive ways, or are even questioning the propheessages their own husbands are
delivering®

My position: wives are not to disrupt the worshgnsce they attend. They are to be "in
submission" to the message being preached, whéthaheir husbands or by other
church leaders. Given the inequality of educationPaul's day, he directed his
instruction to women. His principle would applyuadly to wives and husbands today—
neither should disrupt worship with their questiah®ut the message. This text does not
subjugate women to men, or forbid them from senasgleacons or in other leadership
roles.

" Every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered

dishonors her head"
A third text relates to the question of women imisiry leadership:

“Every man who prays or prophesies with his headeped dishonors his head. And
every woman who prays or prophesies with her headwered dishonors her head—it is
just as though her head were shaved. If a womas dot cover her head, she should
have her hair cut off; and if it is a disgrace d&owoman to have her hair cut or shaved off,
she should cover her head. A man ought not tordagehead, since he is the image and
glory of god; but the woman is the glory of maror man did not come from woman, but
woman from man; neither was man created for worbah,woman for man. For this

29 Quoted in Gritz 303.
30 D. A. Carson, "Silent in the Churches:' OnRude of Women inl Corinthians 14:33b-3&&covering

Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A Response to Eslaoad Feminismed. John Piper and Wayne
Grudem (Wheaton, lllinois: Crossway Books, 1991)-53.
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reason, and because of the angels, the woman twudave a sign of authority on her
head” (1 Cor. 11:4-10).

"Prophecy" here refers to public proclamation, §ut@ng" in our vernacular. The
biblical "prophets” were more often forthtellersath foretellers, though they were
sometimes given a message from God regarding tlueefu And "prays" in this text
refers to public worship, as Paul is concerned whth public appearance of those who
lead in this activity.

At issue: women who "pray or prophecy" with the#alds uncovered. In Jewish society,
women were to cover their heads as a sign thatwleeg under authority; theyrashmak
demonstrated their moral purity and protected them slander and gossip. And so a
woman who prays or preaches in public must covethkad lest she distract others and
invite accusations of impropriety.

Alternately, many interpreters now believe thatidseie lay not with head coverings but
with hair styles. Propriety demanded that womemd ktheir hair in public, as pagan
women often wore their hair unbound and tossed tiesds wildly in the worship of Isis,
Cybele, and DionysiusAkatakaluptos("uncovered") then refers to unbound hair, not
uncovered heads. Wearing their hair with proprgagye women freedom and authority
to pray and preach in public without being accusiggagan practices.

This passage is relevant for our discussion, sime clearly addresses the Corinthian
practice of utilizing women in public worship leasleip to pray and/or preach. He has
every opportunity to criticize this practice, butooses instead to speak only to public
propriety in fulfilling this function. His princie applied today would be that women
(and men) in worship leadership ought to dress artdn ways which do not distract

from worship or dishonor the Lord.

My position: Paul addressed and implicitly endordesirole of women in preaching and
praying in public worship.

Biblical examples of women in authority
The passages studied thus far seem to indicate:
 Women and men are equally loved by God, and maggbelly called to ministry
leadership (Gal. 3:26-29)

31 Gritz 300-2.

32 Thomas R. Schreiner, in an article on this $éxdngly affirming the submission of women to men,
nonetheless concludes that "we should affirm thiégigation of women in prayer and prophecy in the
church. Their contribution should not be slightedgnored.” Then he adds, "Nevertheless, womenldgh
participate in these activities with hearts that submissive to male leadership, and they shoesisdso
that they retain their femininity" ("Head Coveringgophecies and the Trinity: 1 Corinthians 11:2-11%
Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A Respoo Evangelical Feminisrad. John Piper and
Wayne Grudem [Wheaton, lllinois: Crossway Books1]9139.
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* Phoebe was a deacon of the church in Cenchredl@Rb2)

*  Women deacons were required to fulfill the sameadtar requirements as male
deacons (1 Tim. 3:3-13)

« Women in Ephesus were not to lead in public worshegt their activity be
confused with that of pagan temple prostitutesitd. 2:9-15); this passage does
not relate directly to the question of women segumleadership elsewhere

* Wives in Corinth were forbidden to disrupt the na&gs (perhaps delivered by
their husbands) during public worship (1 Cor. 14383; this passage neither
prescribes nor prohibits women in leadership ireofilaces and/or contexts

« Women who prayed or preached in public were to whair hair modestly;
alternatively; they were to wear proper head coxggi(1 Cor. 11:4-10)

Now, how did the apostolic church practice theseqgples? Do we have evidence for or
against women serving in ministry leadership inNlesv Testament era?

Ephesians 4:11 lists the primary leadership offingbe apostolic church:
* Apostles
* Prophets
* Evangelists
» Pastor/teachers (some interpreters separate tliestions, though the Greek
syntax seems to indicate that both descriptiorsteeio the same office and/or
ministry)

Philippians 1:2 adds the office of "deacons": "Pandl Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus,
to all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, tbge with the overseers and deacons."
Interpreters are nearly universal in their bellgittthe function of deacons initiated in

Acts 6 had become a formal office by this time mliPpi (though Paul does not address
"deacons” in any other church, speaking to thigeffinistry only in his instructions in

1 Timothy 3).

We have already noted the likelihood that Phoeleesethe church at Cenchrea as a
deacon. Did women serve also as apostles, promhatsgelists, and/or pastor/teachers?

Women as apostles

Included in Paul's list of greetings and commermuaatin Romans 16 is this statement:
"Greet Andronicus and Junias, my relatives who Haaen in prison with me. They are
outstanding among the apostles, and they were imstChefore | was" (Ro. 16:7).
"Junias" isJounianin the Greek, the accusative form; in the nomuait may be either
male (Junias) or female (Junia). However, the mlase form has been found nowhere
in literature, while over 250 examples of "JuniaVé been discovered.

The female form was assumed by commentators fremp#iristic era to the Middle

Ages. James Dunn argues that rendering this namtnéb masculine "is a striking
indictment of male presumption regarding the chara@and structure of earliest
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Christianity.® It seems clear that Paul referenced Junia, atsstiuling among the
apostles.”

It is possible to interpret this latter phrase psothinent in the eyes of the apostles.”
However, the Greek syntax and phrases "stronglgestgthat Adronicus and Junia
belonged to the large group (larger than the twebfethose appointed apostles by the
risen Christ in 1 Cor. 15:7*

Of course, Paul's inclusion of Junia among the $dps" does not mean that she was part
of the original Twelve. Rather, it signifies trect that she became one of the significant
leaders of the Christian church in the years folhguesus' ascension, so that she and
Andronicus were "apostles" of the Christian church.

Women as prophets

Paul instructed women to wear their hair approplyafor, alternatively, to cover their
heads) when they prophesied or preached in pubdicship (1 Cor. 11:4-10), clear
indication that women served in this role in CdrinOld Testament precedent for women
as prophet/preachers includes Miriam (Exodus 1528porah (Judges 4:4), and Huldah
(2 Kings 22:14). Anna (Luke 2:36) and Philip's falaughters (Acts 21:9) are New
Testament examples of women who prophesied or ipegiac

Women as evangelists

Philip was an evangelist (Acts 21:8); his daughtersaching ministries may have been
evangelistic in nature as well. Priscilla and hesband Aquila "explained to [Apollos]
the way of God more adequately" (Acts 18:26). Avidry Magdalene was the first
person entrusted with the task of telling otheesgbod news of Jesus' resurrection (John
20:17-18). It seems clear that women served irvitia¢ role of sharing God's good news
with the lost world.

Women as pastor/teachers

Here the biblical evidence is less clear. We krbat Priscilla and her husband Aquila
hosted a church in their home (Romans 16:3-5); fimg€tion may have indicated that
they served as the congregation's pastor(s). thatePriscilla is typically listed before
her husband in the New Testament record, perhajisaiing that she was the more
prominent ministry leader. And Lydia sponsoredhairch in her home (Acts 16:40),
perhaps indicating that she served as the congoeapastoral leader.

Beyond these instances, we have no clear bibliagdeace for or against women serving
as pastor/teachers. Paul's instruction that "eeesS must be "the husband of but one
wife" (1 Tim. 3:2) prohibited polygamy for thosetims role (as did the same phrase with
regard to deacons in v. 12). As we noted whenudsaog this passage, women were

33 Dunn 894, he adds that Andronicus and Junia ey husband and wife. For agreement see Joahn R
W. Stott,Romans: God's Good News for the WdqBawners Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 19396.

34 Ibid; for agreement see Bruce 258. Dunn sunmasyi'We may firmly conclude . . . that one of the
foundation apostles of Christianity was a woman aifd" (895).
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unable to marry more than one husband in Paul's Aaya result, this instruction would
have been unnecessary with regard to woman pagtassuredly does not prohibit their
service in this role.

One reason this question is ambiguous in the labliecord is that the function of

"pastor" itself is open to interpretation. Theytime the Greek word translated "pastor”
is so rendered is in Ephesians 4:11, where no gededetification is made. Every other

use of this word is rendered "shepherd" in the Nestament.

Evidence against women serving as pastor may bertedsby studying other words
associated by most Baptists with the office of @ast"Overseers" gpiskopoy and
"elders" presbuteroswere responsible for general leadership of theath (Acts 20:28;
1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:5-7; 1 Peter 2:25).

Those who follow the "episcopal” church governamaalel elevate "bishops" as leaders
responsible for churches and pastors. Those ifiptesbyterian” model assign a group
of "elders" the responsibility for church leadepstthe "preaching pastor" among them.
(Note that many churches and denominations whicbhgmize "elders" include women
among them today.)

Baptists, however, consider these titles to be syms for the "pastor” of the church.
We note Acts 20:17, where Paul called the "eldefghe Ephesian church together. He
then addressed them as "overseers" and "shepladrtte® church (v. 28). Titus 1 speaks
of "elders" (vs. 5-6) and "overseers" (v. 7) in aggmtly synonymous ways.

Here's the point regarding women and church leagers his letter to Titus, Paul refers
to the "overseer” or "elder” in the masculine tlyioout his discussion of this role (vs. 5-
9), not only with regard to the issue of polyganayq). If the overseers/elders in Crete
were also the "pastors” there, Paul apparentlygrézed only males in this office.

Those who advocate women as pastors are quicknimdeus that these titles may or
may not relate to the office of "pastor" as we knowday. And they note that Paul's
description to Titus is by no means a prescriptigainst females in this role. Nowhere
does the Bible prohibit the ministry of women astpes, on Crete or elsewhere. It may
be that women served in this role in other placethe Kingdom, and even that they
eventually came to such leadership on Crete as well

Paul is quick to commend women who serve in sigaift ways within local churches,
functions which may or may not have been pastoralature. For instance, the apostle
refers to Euodia and Syntyche as women who "coetkrad my side in the cause of the
gospel” (Philippians 4:3). He reminds the Roméuas Mary "worked very hard for you"
(Romans 16:6). And he commends Tryphena and Tsgphe "women who work hard in
the Lord" (Ro 16:12a), as did Persis (v. 12b).
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My position: no biblical text clearly describes wemserving as pastors in the New
Testament era, but no text prohibits such minigither. This decision must be left to
each church as it seeks the will of God for itsqad leadership.

Historical considerations®
Before we come to personal and practical conclssiare should note the way Christians
across our faith history have addressed the subjeebmen as deacons.

Women deaconsin early Christianity

Deaconesses were common in early Christianity: t&ddy in the early Church there
were deaconesses. They had the duty of instrut@mgle converts and in particular of
presiding and attending at their baptism, which Vbgstotal immersion®*® They
"performed for the women of the early Church theeasort of ministrations that the
deacons did for the mef,'since "the strict separation of the sexes madestony like
deaconesses necessary for baptism, visiting theawpeatc.®

This office was "opened to pious women and virgiasd chiefly to widows, a most
suitable field for the regular official exercisetbgir peculiar gifts of self-denying charity
and devotion to the welfare of the church.” Scinadfintains that Phoebe was a deacon,
and considers it "more than probable" that PrigciMary, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, and
Persis (Romans 16) were deacons as ell.

Several early documents attest to the fact thatevoserved commonly as deacons:
* Pliny the Younger, in correspondence with the empeéfrajan (A.D. 112)
describes one means by which he sought to extrerrmation about Christianity:
"l thought it therefore the more necessary to trg¢ &ind the truth of the matter by
torture as well, (and that) from two female slawd® were called Deaconesses. |
discovered nothing more than a perverse and comioomsuperstition?®

35 For an extensive discussion of deaconessesrigti@h history see Aime Georges Martimort,
Deaconesses: An Historical Stydians. K. D. Whitehead (San Francisco: Ignati®86); Lucy Rider
Meyer,Deaconesses: Biblical, Early Church, European, Aozar(Chicago, lllinois: The Message
Publishing Company, 1889); and Henry Whedlgraconesses: Ancient and ModéNew York: Hunt &
Eaton, 1889).

36 William Barclay,The Letters to Timothy, Titus, and Philem®he Daily Study Bible Series, rev. ed.
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975) 86.

37 White 115.
38 Robertson 4:425.

39 Philip SchaffHistory of the Christian ChurctGrand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1910 [reprl1]99
1:500-1.

40 Quoted in Mounce 210.
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e Origen (died A.D. 254) describes deaconesses asetlwho have given
"assistance to many, and, by their good works, ldeserved the praise of the
apostles.*

 Clement of Alexandria (died A.D. 215) likewise skgaof women who
accompanied the apostles and shared their miristrythat the Lord's teaching
could penetrate women's quarters without givingidah'?

* The third-centuryDidascalia Apostolorundescribes the office of deaconess as
fully intact, and gives the impression that deassee have been recognized for
many years. It restricts their duties, howeversdoving the needs of the women
in the church, including baptism and anointing,cteag new converts, and
visiting sick womerf?

» The fourth-centurApostolic Constitutionadds that deaconesses are to be "a pure
virgin; or, at the least, a widow who has beendndge married, faithful, and well
esteemed

Robinson's study of the subject concludes, "The®®f Deaconess . . . is legislated for
in two of the general Councils, and is mentionedabythe leading Greek Fathers and
historians of the fourth and fifth centuries. Bagbregory of Nyssa, Epiphanius,
Chrysostom, Theodoret and Sozomen all bear tesyinmithe flourishing condition of
the Order. They have preserved to us the persostary of several of its members, and
have shown how important was the position they pigzliand the service they rendered
to the Church®

However, as this role evolved (primarily in the teas or Byzantine Church), a strong
separation emerged between deacons and deacond$sediturgical tasks of the latter
were much more restricted than the former: theydcconly baptize under the supervision
of the priest; and they were never allowed to temgbreach in publié®

Roman Catholic theologian Aime Georges Martimomaodes, "the ancient institution
of deaconesses, even in its own time, was encumlvatk not a few ambiguities, as we
have seen. In my opinion, if the restoration @ itmstitution of deaconesses were indeed
to be sought after so many centuries, such a eggioritself could only be fraught with
ambiguity. The real importance and efficaciousr@sthe role of women in the Church
has always been vividly perceived in the conscieasnof the hierarchy and of the
faithful as much more broad than the historicaé thlat deaconesses in fact played. And

41 Quoted in M. G. Bianco, "Deaconedsricyclopedia of the Early Churctrans. Adrian Walford (New
York: Oxford Univesity Press, 1992) 1:221.

42 Ibid.

43 Mounce 211.

44 \bid.

45 RobinsonMinistry of Deaconesse&b, quoted in Mounce 212.

46 Martimort 246-7.
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perhaps a proposal based on an 'archaeologictiuiis might even obscure the fact
that the call to serve the Church is urgently asizd today t@ll women, especially in
the area of the transmission of Faith and workshafrity.”’ Thus Martimort argues that
women should be given important places of minigtrghe Church today, regardless of
their limited role as "deaconesses” in history.

Women deaconsin Baptist history*®

"Separate Baptists" (Baptists which supported thavalistic efforts of the First Great
Awakening) regularly ordained women deacons as a®lfemale preachers. Women
served as deacons and deaconesses, and sometaeseol, among seventeenth century
English Baptists and in the American SotithBaptists apparently ordained women as
elders and deaconesses in the eighteenth centsirifloagan Edwards' 1774 work,
Customs of Primitive Churchefdicates. But the overall role of women in Bsipt
leadership diminished in this centdfy.

In the nineteenth century, R. B. C. Howell beliewbdt both Scripture and ministry
practice warranted the inclusion of deaconess@aptist churches. Dr. Howell was an
architect of the Southern Baptist Convention, andriger of vast influence. His book,
The Deaconship, Its Nature, Qualifications, Relasioand Dutiesvas most significant
on this subject. He studied Romans 16:1, 1 TifA-1®, 1 Tim. 3:11 and concluded,
"Take all these passages together, and | thinkilitbe difficult for us to resist the
conclusion that the word of God authorizes, andame sense, certainly by implication,
enjoins the appointment of deaconesses in the lebsrof Christ...Deaconesses,
therefore, are everywhere, as necessary as theyimwtre days of the apostles."

J. R. Graves, an extremely conservative and inflaeSouthern Baptist leader, agreed
that "there is no doubt in the minds of Biblicaldaacclesiastical scholars, that in the
apostolic churches women occupied the office of teaconship...Phoebe was a
deaconess of the church in Cenchrea.” He adddubréTis no good reason why saintly

47 1bid 250, emphasis his.

48 The following survey is informed by Leon McBetWiomen in Baptist LiféNashville: Convention
Press, 1979) and Brad Creed, "Church LeadersfamOur Theology Changed? Southern Baptist
Thought Since 184%d. Paul A. Basden (Nashville, Tennessee: Broadindolman, 1994) 198-201.

49 Leon McBethThe Baptist Heritage: Four Centuries of Baptistdgs(Nashville: Broadman Press,
1987) 690. The Broadmead Church in Bristol, Engjlésted in 1679 several duties of women deacans: t
visit the sick, both men and women; to meet theeds; and to "speake a word to their soules, assmgt
requires" (Leon McBethA Sourcebook for Baptist Heritagiashville: Broadman Press, 1990] 55).

50 McBeth Baptist Heritage591, 197.
51 Howell wrote a paper in 1846 which cited Roma&d.-2 among other texts in support of his position
He concluded, "When we look around us we see, thdaeeffect, deaconesses in nearly all our well-

regulated churches" (McBetBpurceboold35).

52 Quoted in McBethMomen140.
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women should not fill the office of deaconess tg-otamost churches. In fact, they often
perform the duties of the office without the nartie."

While acceptance of female deacons was fairly commdhe nineteenth century, some
opposed the practice, and it was often debatedast snd local conventions. For
instance, B. H. Carroll recognized women deacon&irst Baptist Church of Waco,
Texas. He thought that 1 Tim. 3:11 should be teded "women deacons” and not
"wives."

However, Carroll believed that women deacons irBiide were not ordained to this role
but appointed. And he insisted that they were toopreach. His belief that women
should be appointed to deacon service but not wedato this position has provoked
some debate on the subject. Frank Stagg and leifterians have argued that the formal
"ordination" of deacons is difficult to demonstrabélically, whether with men or
women?* Leon McBeth notes that Charles Spurgeon refusgdkind of ordination,
claiming that "a commission from God outranked froyn men.*

On the other hand, Henry Wheeler argues that waeanons were ordained by the early
church in the same manner as were fMienAnd the "Apostolic Constitutions," a

document dating from the second to the fourth agntdescribes in detail such an

ordination service for women deacaons.

English Baptists have evolved the role of deaca®essto pastoral functions with full
ministerial status. And since 1956, Baptists inMN&ealand have included theological
instruction for women deacons in their theologmaleges?®

Leon McBeth, one of Baptists' most noted historiaoscludes, "The evidence suggests
that in the nineteenth century many Southern Btptegproved deaconesses and
regarded the offices as biblical. Moreover, asiesmme churches acted upon these views
and regularly set aside deaconesses as well aoreacProbably Southern Baptist
churches have never been without deaconesses. giihsomewhat in decline, the
acceptance of deaconesses persisted into the presatury. One finds numbers of
Southern Baptist churches with deaconesses in #2€'d and 1930's, and of course

53 Quoted in McBethMomenl42.

54 For a full discussion of ordination in bibliGaid historical perspective, arguing against thénatibn of
persons to specific ministry offices, see Marjaiarkentin,Ordination: A Biblical-Historical View(Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1982).

55 McBeth,Baptist Heritages16.

56 Wheeler 61.

57 Quoted in Wheeler 82-4.

58 Ibid., 516, 550.
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recently the practice is being revived.'He later refers to a "spectacular upsurge in the
number of women deacons among Southern Bapffsts."

" Deaconess' and " women deacons’

The preceding discussion could lead us to beliraeBaptists have historically affirmed
women as deacons in the same way we understandarfetfill this role. However,
such has not always been the case. "Deaconess®g' dometimes served in a
subordinate role to "deacons.” Some appointecerdtian ordained them (cf. Carroll's
model), and used them primarily to minister to wonaad children. McBeth finds that
"the deaconess, for most of Baptist history, hasditierent duties and a status distinctly
inferior to men deacons.” He cites Howell's opmithhat the office of deaconess is
biblical, but "they are optional and are merely@ipted rather than ordaine."

But McBeth adds, "Recent developments . . . maskgaificant shift in the status of
women set apart for the diaconate. For the most Baptist churches today are not
appointing deaconesses in the subordinate sengatofvord, but women deacons who
are elected, ordained, and assigned the same @gtiesen. Women deacons today do
whatever deacons do, whether administration, paledommendations, or serving the
Lord's Supper. They meet with deacons, rather thaeparate groups as deaconesses
usually do. In short, today's Southern Baptist wondeacon is deaconin the fullest
sense®

Baptiststoday

If women served commonly as deacons in earlier rggioas of Baptist life, why are they
less common today? As Southern Baptists evolveduihction of deacons from ministry
to management, women were less frequently askedtlims role. Other facts include
adverse reaction to the suffragette movement; en@dtion of the WMU, which gave
women alternate avenues of service; and the riséh@fmodern church committee
structure, which allowed women to perform the samerk they had done as
deaconessés. While recent years have seen an upswing in tipeilpgty of ordaining
women as deacons, Baptist opinion on the subjdat fsom uniform.

Leon McBeth described in 1979 a "mushrooming nel® for Baptist women, that of
church deacon. While exact numbers are not todsk apparently some hundreds of
Southern Baptist churches now ordain women deacand, the number is growing

59 McBeth,Womenl43.

60 Ibid., 147.

61 Ibid., 145-6.

62 Ibid., 146; emphasis his.

63 Wheeler 691.
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rapidly. Perhaps the total number of Southern Baptomen deacons runs into the
thousands®

He offered this explanation for the growth of thWend: "Almost without exception,
Southern Baptist churches that have ordained wom&ndeacons report that the
experience has been beneficial beyond all expeasti One church in North Carolina
was reported to have rescinded an earlier voterdaim women: most churches that
ordain women regard the change as an unqualifiedess. Reports that women make
effective deacons and that churches that have @menbenefited, not destroyed, may
have more to do with growth of the practice thazothgy."®

He added, "This [movement] probably means somegdsaim the historic role of Baptist
deacons. For most of the twentieth century theaoleahave been regarded, and regarded
themselves, more or less as the board of manadeasBaptist church. Visitation,
enlistment, and ministry to those in need haveimeg almost been lost from sight.
However, there seems to be a move today to rectheministry of the diaconate.
Perhaps the ordination of women as deacons will letover the caring aspect of their
work."®

W. A. Criswell, inThe Doctrine of the Churclalso believed that "there is clear evidence
that the early church recognized an office of dease as early as the third century.” Dr.
Criswell stated thatliakonosis "rarely used as an official title"; the womehIoTim.
3:11 may be deaconesses or the wives of deacorts,"dentainty about either
interpretation is not possible"”; and that "the NB¥gtament does not otherwise mention
an office of deaconess."

But he added, "On the positive side, however, tlampears to have existed a quasi-
official position of service for women in the firsentury church. Such a position is
suggested openly with regard to widows in 1 Timdit8-6. Because the ministry of the

deacons to unmarried women could give rise to adiffi situations, it is possible that

some godly women were set apart to help in that. afiéhe Scriptures do not reveal how
their ministry might have been handled. The resaflthe early post-apostolic church
make plain, however, that the early church recaghiguch an office. Whether or not a
church interprets the Scriptures to allow for dessses, the ministry of godly women is
essential if the needs of all believers are to be't

Per sonal conclusions

64 McBeth,Womenl39.
65 Ibid., 149.
66 Ibid., 151.

67 W. A. Criswell,The Doctrine of the ChurcfiNashville: Convention Press, 1980) 78-9.
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We have surveyed briefly those Scriptural passagash relate most directly to the
guestion of women as deacons and church leaderbelidve the biblical evidence
indicates that Phoebe was a deacon of the chur€emthrea, and that this office was
part of Paul's description of deacons in 1 Tim@&hy

Nothing in 1 Timothy 2 or 1 Corinthians 14 prohgbitvomen serving in ministry
leadership in the larger Church today; indeed, tiffluans 11:4-10 seems clearly to
endorse their role in preaching and praying in gusorship. We find evidence in the
New Testament era of women serving as apostlephpts, evangelists, and possibly as
pastor/teachers. Deaconesses or women deaconsegegmized as a ministry office by
the post-apostolic church, and have been affirnyegemerations of Baptists as well.

These conclusions certainly provide support fordbeision to ordain women as deacons
in our churches. However, they do not mandate sudhacision. While no biblical text
prohibits women from serving as deacons, noteribabiblical textrequiresa church to
ordain women to this role. Even Romans 16:1-2,dlearest evidence in Scripture of
women as deacons, does not prescribe this prafdicether churches. And Paul's
instructions to Timothy do not prescribe that desc@male or female) be ordained in
other churches. We simply find little discussioh"deacons"” in the Bible, and no
command or prescription that men or women be oedhin this role in any church.

One of the cherished principles of Baptist heritegidat each church is independent. No
church's practice or prescription carries authosiity any other congregation. Since the
Bible neither requires nor prohibits women servasgdeacons in the Church, we are left
to make our own decision as a local congregation.

| believe that women should be ordained as deaémnshe following strategic and
practical reasons. First, ordination to the diatenis the most significant way most
churches recognize congregational leaders. Whdekmow that other roles are vitally
important (i.e, Sunday school teachers and offijo@mship leaders, trustees, committee
chairs and members), no other roles carry congmgdtendorsement and recognition
equal to that of deacon.

To deny godly women such affirmation seems wrongh& especially given the strong
evidence for this affirmation in the Bible, andGhristian and Baptist history. The signal
we send is that our churches do not value the setgadership of women as fully as it
affirms men.

Second, when deacons serve in public roles (aglpirfty administer the Lord's Supper
and leading in congregational business), many lsealsence of women as indication
that the church devalues their place in minist8ince there is no biblical or historical
reason to deny women this ministry function, wewegnthe clear impression to others
that women are less valuable to the church anguigic ministries.

And as Baptist churches grow increasingly divemse|lcoming membership from a
variety of denominations which recognize women eecdns, it becomes more and more
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difficult to explain to these members why we do afitrm women in this role in our
churches.

Third, | believe women serving as deacons will helpurches fulfill our Great
Commission purpose more obediently. Their insigirid experiences will help them
formulate the most effective strategies for congtiemal and community ministry. They
will help their church relate more effectively tammen, mothers, and families. In these
crucial days, churches need the spiritual engageofetine entire congregation as they
assault the gates of hell together (Matthew 16:18ydaining women as deacons will
help deacons serve their church and their Comnmssiare effectively.

May the Spirit guide you to know and to obey yoatHer's will in this matter, as you
seek to glorify his Son and to extend his Kingdaouad the world.
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