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Introduction

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

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

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

The Basis in Creation

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

marred by sin.






