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Introduction 

Women serving in authoritative positions in the 21st Century Church has become 

less of an issue of debate, as more and more followers of Christ embrace the 

theology of equality that has always determined men and women to be equals in 

the sight of God.  

This theology can be found as early as the Book of Genesis (1:26) where God said  

“Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion 

over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over 

all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth” (KJV). 

Notice that the directive to have dominion was given to both male and female (in 

covenant) equally. It was not until after the sin of Adam that a subservient 

designation was given to Eve; however, this designation was not so in the 

beginning.   

The Almighty’s intent of male – female equality is reinforced as we consider this 

question: Where was Eve when Adam was formed? Answer: Inside Adam. This 

truth underscores the fact that, although male-man (Adam) manifested first, 

female-man (Eve) was already present inside Adam. The fact that she 

manifestated afterwards was not the Almighty’s way of deeming her of lesser 

value, thus the Almighty gives them equally the same directive to “have 

dominion” (Genesis 1:28). 

Some would argue that this theology of equality was only prior to the fall of man. 

Therefore, deeming God’s post-fall directive to Eve that Adam would “rule over” 

her (Genesis 3:16) was for all women and for all time following. However, scholars 

possessing this understanding must equally acknowledge that this submissive 

designation was given to Eve while in covenant (marriage) to Adam. However, 

what about single and unmarried women? If this is true, how are these categories 

of women to interpret Genesis 3:16?  
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My theology of equality, relative to women leading in authoritative positions in 

the Church, is further explained by: I. considering how God used women to lead 

and serve in both Old and New Testament histories; II. understanding that the 

viewpoint against women leading is steeped heavily in the traditional, patriarchal 

culture of the apostle Paul’s day; III. understanding that Paul’s teachings on the 

subject were not for all women for all time; and IV. considering how Jesus treated 

women during His earthly ministry.   

I. How God Used Women to Lead and Serve in the Bible 

God loves women and has used them in a myriad of ways in world history. The 

Bible is full of examples of gifted women whom the Almighty entrusted with the 

leadership gift and influence.  

The Lord Listens to the Daughters of Zelophehad (Numbers 27:1-7) 

“Then drew near the daughters of Zelophehad…And they stood before Moses and  
before Eleazar the priest…saying ‘Our father died in the wilderness…And he had no  
sons. Why should the name of our father be taken away from his clan because he  
had no son. Give to us a possession among our father’s brothers.’ Moses brought  
their case before the Lord. And the Lord said to Moses, ‘The daughters of  
Zelophehad are right.’” 

 

In this passage the Almighty hears the request of woman advocating for 

themselves – apart from traditional male leadership. 

The Lord Uses Deborah to Lead Israel (Judges Chapter 4 and 5) 

“Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel at that  
time.” 
 
Deborah was both a prophet and the fourth Judge over Israel. Judges were rulers, 

chiefs, and leaders in authority over the nation of Israel. The judges did not 

oversee merely legal matters, as in our sense of the role; their tasks often 

included military and administrative authority as well. The fact that Deborah is 

the only female Judge among the other 11 male judges mentioned is the 

Almighty’s hint that He is no respecter of persons.  

Note that Deborah was married – she was submitted to a marriage  
covenant; however, outside of that covenant, she was a leader over Israel (of  
which her husband was then under her spiritual authority).  
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Other Notable Mentions of Women in Scriptures 

Hadassah, the orphaned niece of Mordecai (Esther 2: 7), was selected by the 

Almighty to a position of influence, power, and authority as Queen over all Persia-

even Queen over her uncle Mordecai. 

Lydia, a business woman in the City of Philippi, was influential in housing Paul and 

Silas upon their initial visit to the city (Acts 16:13). It is believed by scholars that 

Lydia’s house became a house church of which Lydia was a leader.    

Priscilla was the wife of Aquila, the Jew. A team of tent-makers, they worked 

together to correct the teaching of an itinerant preacher (Apollos) who was still 

teaching the principles of John the Baptist. Acts 18:24, 26 records that  

“Now a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus…when 

Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him aside and explained to him the way 

of God more accurately” (ESV).  
 

These women (and many others) were gifted and influential as given by the 

Almighty. His granting them gifts and opportunities to serve was not coincidental, 

but rather a reflection of the equality He intended from the beginning (Genesis).   

 

II. The Traditional, Patriarchal Culture of Paul’s Day 

Patriarchal Culture 

            In biblical Israelite times it was expected for women to be married. The main 

exceptions to singleness were if a woman was in a maiden-stage (a virgin eligible 

for marriage) or a widow (a woman whose husband was deceased). The culture of 

that time was male-driven (patriarchal). Everything from property, a woman’s 

identity, and the value placed on male-children (over females) was influenced by 

a family male of some typology (husband, uncle, brother). Women and children 

were considered a part of a male’s “house” or Oikos (Greek), which is why a male 

seeking to marry another man’s daughter was to bring a bride’s price in payment. 

Note some researchers “The newly married man usually did not found a new 

home for himself, but occupied a nook in his father’s house. The family of the 

groom gained, and the family of the bride lost, a valuable member who helped 

with all household tasks. It was reasonable, therefore, that the father of the 

groom should pay the father of the bride the equivalent of her value as a useful 

member of the family.”i 
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With this context in mind, we can more easily understand the apostle Paul’s most 

controversial statements regarding women and authority within the Church.  

• I Corinthians 14:34: “The women should keep silent in the churches. For 

they are not permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law 

also says. If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their 

husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church.” 

 

• I Timothy 2:12: “I do not permit [King James – ‘suffer’] a woman to 

teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather she is to remain 

quiet.” 

 

• I Timothy 3: 1 - 7: The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the 

office of overseer, he desires a noble task. 2 Therefore an overseer must 

be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-

controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not a drunkard, not 

violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must 

manage his own household well, with all dignity keeping his children 

submissive, 5 for if someone does not know how to manage his own 

household, how will he care for God's church? 6 He must not be a recent 

convert, or he may become puffed up with conceit and fall into the 

condemnation of the devil. 7 Moreover, he must be well thought of 

by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace, into a snare of the 

devil. 

 

• Titus 1: 5 – 9:  This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what 

remained into order, and appoint elders in every town as I directed 

you— 6 if anyone is above reproach, the husband of one wife, and his 

children are believers and not open to the charge of debauchery or 

insubordination. 7 For an overseer, as God's steward, must be above 

reproach. He must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or a drunkard or 

violent or greedy for gain, 8 but hospitable, a lover of good, self-

controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. 9 He must hold firm to the 

trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction 

in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. 
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Commentary 

• “Silent in the church…in submission…ask their husbands at home.” In 

this passage, Paul is obviously speaking to married women who were 

being disruptive during worship gatherings with their questions. Again, 

because of the cultural expectation that all women were to be married 

(unless widowed or a virgin), Paul adds the requirement “let them ask 

their husbands at home.” If we carry the “husband of one wife” 

discussion to its extreme, what, then, becomes of single, widowed 

women in the church at that time (who have no husbands) or those who 

have unbelieving husbands? Are they to remain silent as well? No. Paul’s 

directive was mainly behavioral as opposed to a gender-based 

regulation. 

 

• “A woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man.” Was Deborah 

(the Judge) exercising authority over her husband Lappidoth, while 

serving as a Judge over all Israel? Was Hadassah (Esther) exercising 

authority over her uncle Mordecai (and all males in Persia) by operating 

in her calling as a queen? Further, how do we reconcile Paul’s teaching 

on women exercising authority over a man with his words in Galatians 

3:28 that “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 

there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus”? The 

simple answer is that Paul’s admonitions to the church, regarding 

women, were made within the context of the marriage covenant – a 

continuation of God’s pronouncement over Eve in Genesis 3:16b. 

Spiritual authority transcends the marriage covenant, which explains 

why God allowed woman such as Deborah, Esther, and others to be in 

positions of leadership and influence.  

 

• “Therefore an overseer must be…the husband of one wife…keeping his 

children submissive..” Given the patriarchal context of biblical times, 

complete with the subservient interpretation of wives (and women in 

general), it would have been absurd for the apostle Paul to place a 

woman as an overseer in a church with the criteria that she must be 

“the wife of one husband.”  In addition, the caveat “one wife” can be 

taken to be a warning against polygamy - a moral admonition to remain 

sexual pure as an overseer, as opposed to a prohibition against anyone, 

except men, serving as an elder.   
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III. Paul’s Teachings on Women Serving in Positions of Authority Not for All  
      Women for All Time. 
 

We understand what the apostle Paul said in the scriptures highlighted; however, 

what did he actually mean? Given the previous commentary, the following 

scriptures (ESV) and thoughts support this writer’s position that, only within a 

marriage covenant, is a man (husband) to have authority/rule over a woman 

(wife) and only within the context of love (Ephesians 5:22-25). Consider the 

following passages.  

• Galatians 3:28: There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 

free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 

• Joel 2:28, Acts 2:17: “And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I 

will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall 

prophesy…” 

• Romans 2:11: “For there is no respect of persons [partiality] with God.” 

• Romans 16:1: “I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant to the church 

at Cenchraea, that you may welcome her…and help her whatever she may 

need from you…”ii 

It is clear from Old Testament examples, and Paul’s New Testament teachings, 

that he was not contradicting himself in his writings; rather he was making the 

distinction between married women and non-married women; between male 

leadership in a marriage covenant and gender-neutral spiritual authority. At its 

foundation, the restrictions placed on women serving/leading in authoritative 

positions in biblical times were culturally and traditionally based.  

Practically speaking, why would the Almighty give women great influence and the 

position to lead nations in biblical times, yet require them to remain reticent 

within small church settings?  

Even more, in modern day consideration, why would the Almighty give women 

the capacity to lead Fortune 500 companies as CEOs or to serve as managers, 

supervisors, and business executives in the 21st Century, yet be reduced to a 

position of silence and subservience regarding select leadership positions within 

the local church? Unable to access the highest of leadership roles (that include 

Pastor and Elder)? 

No. Paul’s teachings cannot be interpreted to be for all women for all time. 

Rather, his teachings were directed to married women in a patriarchal culture – a 
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culture that had yet to realize that the Almighty was, and is, no respecter of 

persons. This culture did not understand that spiritual authority transcends 

gender and that, even within a marriage covenant, a husband does not possess 

authority over his wife’s soul – rather, she is submitted to his protection and 

leadership (as the husband should be submitted to Christ’s). 

Last, my theology regarding women leading in authoritative positions in the 

Church is explained by considering… 
 

IV. How Jesus (and Paul) Treated Women During His Earthly Ministry 

The New Testament Scriptures indicate that Jesus was, and is, pro-women 

considering the issue of women serving in ministry equally with men. Consider 

the passages that suggest His high regard and respect for them. 

• John 20:1-2; 16: A woman is the first person He appears before after His 

resurrection. “Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came to 

the tomb early…Jesus said to her, ‘Mary.’ She turned and said to him in 

Aramaic, ‘Rabboni!’ (which means Teacher).” 

 

• Matthew 28:1, 9: A woman is the first person He commissions with the 

Good News. “Now after the Sabbath, toward the dawn of the first day of 

the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb…And 

behold, Jesus met them and said, ‘Greetings!’ And they came up and took 

hold of his feet and worshiped him. Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be 

afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee, and there they will see 

me.’” 
 

• Jesus uses a Samaritan woman at the well, as an Evangelist to a Samaritan 

village. John 4:7 – 30 “Come see a man who told me all that I ever did.” 

 

• The Holy Spirit gifts Philip’s daughters with the ability to prophesy. Acts 

21:9 “On the next day we departed and came to Caesarea, and we entered 

the house of Philip the evangelist…He had four unmarried daughters, who 

prophesied.” 

 

• Paul recognizes women, such as Euodia and Syntyche as equals. In 

Philippians 4:2 Paul does not recognize these women for providing the 

typical forms of support given to male initiatives (food, housing, finances). 
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Rather, he elevates their status as equals noting they were “women, who 

have labored side by side with me in the gospel…” Despite the seeming 

conflict between them, Paul pauses to honor them as equal laborers in 

promoting the good news about Jesus.  

There is evidence that both Jesus and Paul treated women with equality, honor, 

and respect regarding ministry. Jesus particularly used a woman do debut His 

resurrection; engaged women as His mouth piece to unbelieving males; and 

equally poured out His grace (Spirit) to prophesy upon the four daughters of 

Philip- indicating they were to speak boldly His messages. All of these proofs are 

in strict contrast to a male-driven culture that encouraged women to be silent and 

subservient. 

Conclusion 

To the reader, this document is not designed to be an exhaustive exegetical 

and/or hermeneutical dissertation on women in ministry. Rather, it is written to 

merely identify the biblical evidence for women serving as co-laborers in both Old 

and New Testaments.  

There is no place in God’s Kingdom where a woman cannot serve in a position of 

spiritual authority. Married women are submitted to the rule of their Christian 

(and non-Christian) husband’s protection. In this rite, the husband becomes her 

covering - not her Lord. She is to respect him. He is to die for her (if needed). 

However, outside of that covenant relationship there is no distinction between 

male and female. It is spiritual authority that is recognized by God and spiritual 

authority can be held by any follower of Jesus Christ, called to a particular work 

(both male and female). 

 

 
i Source: https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/ancient-jewish-marriage/ 
ii Bible Gateway. Scholars believe that Phoebe was not merely a confessing and active believer, she was also a 
servant of the Church.” The word for “servant” is diakonos, from which we have “deacon” or “deaconess.” It is 
likely that she was a teacher of all female inquirers of the faith, helped relieve the temporal needs of the poor in 
the church. We can safely assume that Phoebe was one of the first, if not the first, of the noble band of 
deaconesses in the Christian Church 

 

 

 


