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I’ve told you before of my childhood fear of roller coasters and really my fear didn’t have much 
to do with the actual ride itself, it was the anticipation of the ride!  You know what the scariest 
part of any roller coaster is?  The ride up the hill.  Tick, tick, tick…slowly go up the hill and you 
can’t see what’s ahead and have no idea what’s over the crest.  The anticipation builds and the 
nervousness builds and you start clutching the safety bar expecting the worse.  There was this 
roller coaster at Six Flags that I rode once and it had this long, steep climb and it slowly ticked 
it’s way up the hill as the anticipation built and built and you get up to the very top and you 
brace yourself for the worst and…nothing.  It dropped about 5 feet and flattened out.  And you 
think, “is that it?!”  That was nothing.  Wow, there’s nothing to it.  Then…BAM!!  The bottom 
drops out.  0 to 60 in 2.2 seconds.  You’re stomach flies up into your throat.   

 

Maybe this series is a bit like that roller coaster.  The week I announced we’re going to study 
women’s role you could feel the cart start ticking up the hill.  Tick, tick, tick.  You didn’t know 
what to expect because you couldn’t see over the rise and the anticipation built and you started 
wringing your hands.  That first Sunday of the series there was all this nervous energy in the 
room.  It was quiet.  Everyone was focused, hanging on every word, holding their breath.  And it 
turned out to be nothing.  Just an overview.  Then the next two weeks we about creation and 
Israel and you thought, that’s not that bad.  There’s nothing to it.  Then…BAM!!  The bottom 
dropped out from under you.  Now you’re probably thinking that’s a pretty good analogy all up 
until that last part.  There was a lot of anticipation in week one and the next two weeks were 
kinda snoozers, but you haven’t said anything yet that would take my stomach away or make 
me nervous.  Right?  Well, welcome to week four!  Today I’m probably going to say some things 
that challenge you if you have a more traditional view of women’s roles.  I’m going to say some 
things to make you think and start talking on the way home and make you study a little bit.  
 
Last week I ended with several questions about the role of women in the early church.  What 
was the role of women in the history of the church?  Could women speak or pray in the 
assembly?  Could they teach men?  Could they serve as elders or deacons?  I’m going to try to 
answer all of those questions today meaning that we’ve a lot of ground to cover and I’ll do this 
in rapid-style Question and Answer format.  So grab your Bibles and let’s go! 
 
1) What contributions did women make in the establishment of the early church?  A lot. 

a.  “These all with one mind were continually devoting themselves to prayer, along 
with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brothers.” (Acts 
1:14).  Both men and women were gathered together on the day of Pentecost 
and women were clearly among the early disciples of Jesus.   

b.  “And there appeared to them tongues as of fire distributing themselves, and 
they rested on each one of them.  And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit 
and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit was giving them utterance.” 
(Acts 2:3-4).  Both men and women received the gift of the Spirit and from what 
I can tell both began to speak in tongues.  That is, they were publicly proclaiming 



the good news of Jesus.  Peter explained it in Acts 2:17-18 (i.e. “your sons and 
daughters will prophesy”)  Women weren’t just among the disciples, they were 
activity proclaiming Jesus and spreading the gospel. 

c. “Now in Joppa there was a disciple named Tabitha (which translated in Greek is called 
Dorcas); this woman was abounding with deeds of kindness and charity which she 

continually did.” (Acts 9:36) (the ministry of Peter).  Tabitha is defined as a disciple 
who is abounding with kindness and charity.   

d.  “A woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of purple fabrics, a 
worshipper of God, was listening; and the Lord opened her heart to respond to 
the things spoken by Paul.  And when she and her household had been 
baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the 
Lord, come into my house and stay.” And she prevailed upon us.” (Acts 16:14-
15) (ministry of Paul).  The first convert to Christianity in that area was a women 
and she influenced her entire household and encouraged Paul. 

e. “And some of them were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, along with a 
large number of the God-fearing Greeks and a number of the leading women” 
(Acts 17:4), “Therefore many of them believed, along with a number of 
prominent Greek women and men.” (Acts 17:12). Many leading women joined 
Paul & Silas which is consistent with much of Paul’s ministry.  Women joined 
him, not just as converts, but as fellow workers in the gospel.  One example…  

f. “Now a Jew named Apollos, an Alexandrian by birth, an eloquent man, came to 
Ephesus; and he was mighty in the Scriptures. This man had been instructed in 
the way of the Lord; and being fervent in spirit, he was speaking and teaching 
accurately the things concerning Jesus, being acquainted only with the baptism 
of John; and he began to speak out boldly in the synagogue. But when Priscilla 
and Aquila heard him, they took him aside and explained to him the way of 
God more accurately.” (Acts 18:24-26).  Pricilla and Acquila are very important 
to Paul’s ministry.  They are mentioned by him six times in the New Testament 
and this is also an example of a woman teaching a man.  Both Pricilla and Aquila 
took Apollos aside and taught him more accurately.   

g. “On the next day we left and came to Caesarea, and entering the house of 
Philip the evangelist, who was one of the seven, we stayed with him. Now this 
man had four virgin daughters who were prophetesses.” (Acts 21:8-9).  We saw 
that women served that function in the Old Testament, here’s an example in the 
New Testament as was Anna in Luke 2. 

 
2) Could women serve as evangelists (ministers) or missionaries in the early church?   

a. “Greet Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, who for my life 
risked their own necks, to whom not only do I give thanks, but also all the 
churches of the Gentiles; also greet the church that is in their house. Greet 
Epaenetus, my beloved, who is the first convert to Christ from Asia.” (Rom 16:3-
5).  This is the same couple as in Acts 18 and they are referred to as “fellow 
workers.”  If you’ll scan down the page to v. 21 you’ll see that’s the same phrase 
he uses to describe Timothy.  He was clearly recognized as a minister in that day 



and age and Paul uses this term “fellow worker” to refer to both men and 
women.  There was also a church meeting in their home.   

b. “Greet Mary, who has worked hard for you. Greet Andronicus and Junias, my 
kinsmen and my fellow prisoners, who are outstanding among the apostles, 
who also were in Christ before me.” (Rom 16:6-7).  There’s some dispute as to 
whether that name Junia is a male or female but from what I read there wasn’t 
much debate for the first 1,300 years or so of church history.  The name was 
commonly translated in its feminine form, which is how it’s still translated in 
versions such as the KJV and ESV.  I think Paul’s referring to another husband and 
wife team here and that’s important because he calls both of them apostles.  Not 
in the same sense as the Twelve, but in the sense that they are ones who are 
sent by God.  Similar to a missionary in today’s context.   

c.  “I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to live in harmony in the Lord. Indeed, true 
companion, I ask you also to help these women who have shared my struggle 
in the cause of the gospel, together with Clement also and the rest of my fellow 
workers, whose names are in the book of life.” (Phil 4:2-3). Paul calls for peace 
between two women whom he describes as having shared his struggle in the 
cause of Christ and he includes them as fellow workers along with Clement.  
Again that phrase “fellow workers” doesn’t just mean friends but indicates that 
they worked alongside Paul in his evangelistic and missionary activities.   

d. “Greet the brethren who are in Laodicea and also Nympha and the church that 
is in her house.” (Col 4:15).  Another woman who hosted a church in her home 
and several scholars believe that those who hosted churches were not just hosts, 
but also provided some level of leadership for those churches as patrons.  

 
3) What about the Christian assembly?  That’s a big question.  We see that women spoke in 

public, taught men and served as fellow missionary workers, but what about the assembly?   
a. “Every man who has something on his head while praying or prophesying 

disgraces his head. But every woman who has her head uncovered while 
praying or prophesying disgraces her head, for she is one and the same as the 
woman whose head is shaved…Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman 
to pray to God with her head uncovered?” (1st Cor 11:4-5, 13).  He’s instructing 
about head coverings here but notice what’s happening in the assembly?  
Women are praying and prophesying.  Prophesy means to speak a word from the 
Lord.  It could include direct revelation from the Spirit or it could be a planned 
message.  It could be delivered individually or to a group and it was given for the 
purpose of edifying the church.  This is was not a silent activity, it happened 
within the assembly and both men and women practiced it.   

 
Of course, we don’t know what it looked like because I’m sure their assembly looked very 
different from our assembly today.  Rubel Shelly makes that point well in one of his 
messages on women’s role.  He writes… 
 



”The more I think about this, I am inclined to assume that most of the application 
questions we will ultimately ask of our study were never asked in the early days of the 
church.  They didn’t do church as we do church!  They didn’t own property, build 
buildings, have a class of professional ministers, and have a pulpit-and-pew formatted 
church assemblies as we do.  For one thing, they didn’t have Baptist, Presbyterian, and 
Church of Christ denominations.  Every disciple in Jerusalem or Ephesus was a member of 
the body of Christ in that city.  The majority of their activity for study, prayer, and 
fellowship took place in what we dub house churches (Rom 16:5, Col 4:15), and only 
occasionally did they meet all together in a public place such as the Temple precincts 
(Acts 5:42) or in a school building (Acts 19:9). And if you visualize the church as an 
interactive exchange around a table or an open room or courtyard, I suspect questions of 
‘Do the women speak?’ or ‘Did females serve the Lord’s Supper?’ are out of place.  Of 
course they spoke.  Of course they bore witness to what God had been doing in their 
lives.  And, of course, they would have been the only ones who would have known where 
to find the bread and wine or the plates and cups at communion time!” (from the 
sermon “Women in God’s Service: Women in Israel”)  
 

That’s interesting!  In our day and time we ask, ”Is it appropriate for a woman to serve the 
Lord’s Supper?” In their day and time they might have asked, ”Is it appropriate for a man to 
serve the Lord’s Supper?”  Different cultures, different contexts, different questions. 

 
4) Could women serve as elders/deacons? This is the biggest question I’ll ask today.  

Actually its two separate questions so let’s deal with the deacons first.  Yes, I believe 
that women can serve as deacons.  First, let’s read 1st Timothy.  “Deacons likewise must 
be men of dignity, not double-tongued, or addicted to much wine or fond of sordid 
gain, but holding to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. These men must 
also first be tested; then let them serve as deacons if they are beyond reproach. 
Women must likewise be dignified, not malicious gossips, but temperate, faithful in all 
things.” (1st Tim 3:8-11).  The question here is in v. 11.  The Greek word that begins that 
verse “gune” can be interpreted as “wives” or “women.”  Different versions handle it 
different ways.  How many of your versions say “women? How many says “wives?”  
Some of them probably say “their wives” but that’s inaccurate.  The word “their” does 
not appear in the Greek.   It must read either “women must likewise” or “wives must 
likewise.”  I lean to the interpretation of “women” in the sense that he’s addressing 
women deacons, not deacon’s wives because it doesn’t make sense that he would give 
qualifications for deacon’s wives but not give qualifications for elder’s wives.  The entire 
section is addressing elders and deacons.  It seems odd to me that he was stop in the 
middle for an aside about the wives of deacons.  Those who say “wives” point to the 
qualification of deacons where it says they must be “husbands of one wife.”  That can 
mean a couple of things…polygamy or divorce.  In either case, only the men could 
initiate such practices so it makes sense that he gives that qualification to the men.   

 



Furthermore there is mention in the Scriptures of woman deacon.  “I commend to you 
our sister Phoebe, who is a servant of the church which is at Cenchrea;” (Rom 16:1).  
They probably didn’t share this one with you in VBS.  The word “servant” in the NASB is 
the Greek word “diakonos.”  It can also be translated as a “minister” or “deacon.”  As a 
matter of fact, it’s the exact same word translated “deacon” in 1st Tim 3.  I think Pheobe 
was serving as a deacon in the church. 

I’m not alone in that interpretation.  Let me throw in a little history here.  We come from 
the Restoration Movement which sought to restore the practices of the New Testament 
church to the modern era.  Did you know that the early history of the churches of Christ 
included women deacons or deaconesses?   

 
In 1827 [Alexander] Campbell wrote that early Christians in Jerusalem “appointed female 
deacons, or deaconesses, to visit and wait upon the sisters.  Of this sort was Phebe of 
Cenchrea, and other persons mentioned in the New Testament, who labored in the 
Gospel.”  From Romans 16:1 and 1st Timothy 3:11, he wrote in 1835, “it appears that 
females were constituted deaconesses in the primitive church.  Duties to females, as well 
as to males, demand this.” 
 
Tolbert Fanning, founding editor of the Gospel Advocate wrote, “The Sisters, beyond all 
question, were as legitimately deacons as the brethren…Paul said, ‘I commend to you 
Phoebe, our sister, who is a deacon/servant of the church at Cenchrea.’  The Apostle, not 
only recommended the brethren at Rome to receive her as a deacon of her church, but to 
‘assist her in whatsoever business she had need of them.’” 
 
In 1848, W.K. Pendleton wrote that it was “generally regarded among our brethren, as 
an essential element in the restoration of primitive order, to ordain, in every church, both 
deacons and deaconesses.”  (from the book Distant Voices: Discovering a Forgotten Past 
for a Changing Church by C. Leonard Allen). 

 
Of course there were other Restoration leaders who disagreed with them.  David Lipscomb 
and E.G. Sewell are examples of those who didn’t believe women should serve as 
deaconesses but that’s because rejected the idea of “officialism” or “church offices” all 
together.  They believed the deacons were simply those already serving rather than an 
official office of the church.  We came to that same conclusion at Maury Hills a couple of 
years ago.  We don’t have a formal office of deacons, but we do have people serving in that 
role.  We have servant leaders.  These are men and women charged with a specific task or 
ministry.  They don’t meet together as a group or provide oversight or governing authority 
for the church.  That’s the role of the shepherds.   
 
5) What about a shepherd?  Can a woman serve as an elder?  No, I don’t think so.  The 

qualifications for this role are found just above those for deacons in 1st Tim 3:1-7.  I do 
see this as a more formal office of the church.  Elders are charged with oversight of the 
entire church, not just specific ministries.    Within those qualifications there is no 



mention of women and there is no evidence in the New Testament church of a woman 
elder.  Plus, I think 1st Timothy has some bearing here in regards to an elder having a 
position of authority in the church which is consistent with the principle of male 
headship that we looked at a couple of weeks ago.  

 

OK, so where does that leave me?  Well here’s where I am thus far.  Remember our two 
different perspectives?  I’m still a complementarian.  I believe that women and men have 
different roles within the church and therefore there are limitations for women in ministry.  
However, I believe those limitations are very few.  I believe a woman can do anything in the 
assembly or ministry of the church except serve as an overseer or elder and by extension, 
serve as a senior pastor or preacher (because I believe these roles essentially function in the 
same capacity as elders).  That’s it.  I think they are free so serve in other capacity.  To me, 
that lines up with everything we’ve looked at thus far.  In the Old Testament there were 
significant freedoms, but they couldn’t serve as a priest (the central leadership post).  It’s 
the same situation with the apostles in the day of Jesus and with elders in the days of the 
early church.   

If you were listening I just did something that I said I wasn’t going to do until the end of the 
series.  I just gave you my conclusion!  But it’s the middle of the series what are we going to 
talk about the rest of the time?  Oh there’s plenty.  I’m sure many of you got the verses on 
the tip of your tongue.  You’re chomping at the bits to get to small group and say “but what 
about…”  We’ll deal with those verses next week.  I’ll close with the words of Craig 
Bloomberg who was one of the contributors to the book “Two Views on Women in 
Ministry” who said we should begin and end every sermon on women’s role with the 
statement…”I could be wrong” and “I respect the rights of other Christians and churches to 
come to different conclusions and I will cooperate with them rather than combat them for 
the larger cause of Christ and his kingdom.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


